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This study observes that Dr. King’s letter advocated changes in the religious 
perception of several social and spiritual issues related to “Civil Rights” struggles to 
abolish segregation required by law. Focal attention is given to the letter's discussion of 
the church as an institution; the legislative process, the individual and group processes of 
an encounter with God which transcends ordinary piety, and the potential for spiritual 
transformation of individual and of the human community. 
King argued that the Negroes' historic and current dehumanized role in society 
forced them to re-define and re-create “spirituality” in order to find worth, meaning and 
purpose for their lives. 
The letter deplores the “comfortable theology” of the church, and explores the 
hypocrisy in America’s secular values (such as are found in the Declaration of 
Independence); King chastises the churches for rejecting an eternal mandate to be the 
conscience of society rather than its captive. 
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A review of King's speeches and his references to essays of other noted historians 
and theologians illuminates his repetitive, consistent focus in his ultimate motive: to 
create a human community of persons transformed by love. This essay concludes that 
King’s philosophy of nonviolent direct action believed as Jesus the Christ did, that 
redemptive love demonstrated by transformed human beings would one day create the 
“Beloved Community.” 
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The central theme of the study will concern the implications of spirituality in 
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s “ Letter from a Birmingham City Jail. ” For this study, 
spirituality is defined for African Americans as “the continuing struggle of Black 
Americans to find worth, meaning, and purpose in and for their lives.”1 Dr. William B. 
McClain, Professor of Preaching and Worship at Wesley Theological Seminary further 
describes spirituality as. “ an agonizing spiritual wrestling and an ecstatic celebration, a 
spiritual anguish and an unyielding affirmation.”2 
According to Dr. William Becker's article, “The Black Tradition of Spiritual 
Wrestling. ” African Americans have historically suffered and struggled in western 
civilization's sociopolitical economic deficiencies. Dr. L. Henry Whelchel, Professor of 
Religion and Philosophy at Clark Atlanta University states, “In contrast to other ethnic 
groups who voluntarily came to these shores to escape tyranny and oppression. Africans 
were ruthlessly uprooted from their homeland and taken into American captivity.”3 
Through slavery, Africans were denied all rights and privileges of this country, and 
stripped of their beliefs of the birth country. Dehumanization of the African forced them 
to re-create and re-define their own spirituality in order to find, as Dr. McClain states, 
“ ..worth, meaning, and purpose in and for their lives.”4 
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From the African American's experience on this continent several themes have 
consistently reoccurred from the eighteenth century to the present in African American 
author's writings. They are: 
1. The suffering that permeates that experience 
2. The struggle occasioned by this suffering and. 
in response to it. a struggle that involves physical 
conflict, but even more so. spiritual striving; that 
involves bitterness, rage, and hatred, but even more 
profoundly, affirmation and love 
3. The dark spiritual beauty, wisdom and joy that without 
minimizing the pain-is visible in and through and 
because of the suffering struggle 
4. The spiritual challenge to white America that is 
embodied in black America's suffering and spiritual 
struggling 
5. The belief that black spiritual struggle has to do with 
the very soul of America, hence that the future of the 
nation rests on the outcome of the struggle; meaning, 
essentially, the white response to the challenge it 
represents.5 
From these themes a model for spirituality was developed to describe the 
dimensions of a spiritual life. In Pastor Lawrence L. LaPierre's article, "A Model for 
Describing Spirituality, ” he eloquently embodies the African American experience and 
spirituality in several dimensions. For this study I will employ these dimensions that 
apply to Dr. King’s struggle to seek ultimate reality for the civil rights struggle outside of 
the established institutions. Each dimension of spirituality will be a separate chapter as it 
applies to Dr. King's letter. The dimensions are as follows: 
1. Institutional religion 
2. Encounter with transcendence 
3. Evil 
4. Transformation 
5. Community 6 
The term “Negro” will be applied to purposely identify the segregation and Civil Rights 
period. 
The methodology for study will include the utilization of sources from Dr. Martin 
L. King Jr. Center for Nonviolent Social Change, Library and Archives in Atlanta, 
Georgia. The study will also investigate secondary sources, which address the 
implications of spirituality in King's struggle with institutional racism. The study will 
employ Dr. William B. McClain's definition and description of African American 
spirituality and Pastor Lawrence L. LaPierre’s model for spirituality. Inclusive will be 
Dr. William Becker's article on spiritual wrestling, and Dr. L. Henry Whelchel's article 
on his perception of African American spirituality. The aforementioned scholars and 
theologians will provide the base support and models for this study. Their theories, 
models, and definitions will be applied to the implications of spirituality in King's 
“ Letter from a Birmingham City Jail. " 
Review of Literature 
The eminent historian Stephen B. Oates author of Let the Trumpet Sound, 
interpreted the Civil Rights Movement as the Second Reconstruction. David J. Garrow, 
another noted historian, in Bearing the Cross- M.L. King, Jr. and the Southern Christian 
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Leadership Conference, analyzed King's involvement in the movement. He studied the 
involvement of King with staff members and participants of the major civil rights 
institutions. Branch Taylor’s, Partins the Waters- America in the Kins Years 1954-1963 
focused on the politics and governments surrounding the movement. 
He vividly portrayed the involvement of J. Edgar Hoover’s personal FBI files on 
King as well as the Kennedy brothers. Adam Fairclough’s, To Redeem the Soul of 
America: The Southern Christian Leadership Conference and Martin Luther Kins Jr. 
analyzed King's leadership within the context of the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference (SCLC). Lastly, Lerone Bennett's What Manner of Man assessed King’s life 
from his childhood years to his years as a national leader. Bennett interviewed family, 
friends, and relied on his own personal recollections from when he attended Morehouse 
College with King. The title of his book is an excerpt from a biblical quote. He states. 
“It was used here in a symbolic sense as an invocation of a man who moves not natural 
elements but social forces and millions of human beings.”7 
Methodology 
I will first study the institutional religion because King struggled with its 
hypocrisy. LaPierre's model of institutional religion defines it as; “Religion is often 
experienced as a collection of rituals, rules, patterns of life, other behavior to which one 
must adhere in order to be accepted in particular religious groups.”8 King's clarity 
between religion and spirituality forced him to have an encounter with the transcendent 
God to affirm his stance and enact a change from within the system. 
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King continuously encountered antagonism and resistance throughout his journey. 
He could not understand the southern white clergy's attitude toward the movement nor 
their reluctance to join. He also scolded the White and Negro religious institutions for 
teaching a theology that mainly focused on the “hereafter,” a transcendent God. rather 
than an immanent deity whom would address present day societal ills. He argued that 
this brand of “other-worldly” theology fell short of God's ethical demands. In King's 
scriptural interpretation, the church is called to be the “headlight and not the taillight.”9 
He saw the church becoming no more than a social-club that was willing to compromise 
its creed and allow a complacent spirit to dictate the agenda of the church. King knew 
this spirit would compromise the call to discipleship, which should be the mission of the 
church. In short. King believed it was the role of the church to be the conscience of 
society rather than its captive. 
Secondly, 1 will study King's encounter with transcendence. LaPierre utilizes 
S.L. Grandstrom’s definition of spirituality within this model as, “Spirituality involves a 
personal quest to find meaning and purpose in life and a relationship to the Mystery/God 
and the rest of the universe.”10 There were times when King was tired, and ready to give 
up. but didn’t want to leave the movement like a coward; he took his dilemma to God. 
Once, with head in hands he bowed over the kitchen table and said: 
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I am here taking a stand for what I believe is right. 
But now I am afraid. The people are looking to me 
for leadership, and if I stand before them without 
strength and courage, they too will falter. I am at 
she end of my powers. I have nothing left. Tve 
come to the point where I can’t face it alone.11 
Like the ancient prophets. King experienced the Divine Presence and Counsel of God. 
He stated the very atmosphere had changed in the kitchen. An inner voice spoke to him 
and told him, “ Stand up for righteousness, stand up for truth. God will be at your side 
forever.” 12 King knew after that encounter with the Almighty everything would be 
alright. His circumstances never changed, but it didn’t matter; he had the assurance and 
promise of God. This would not be the first or the last time King would experience the 
Divine Presence or Counsel of God. 
Thirdly, I will study the evil of segregation that was sanctioned by the judicial 
system. LaPierre describes evil as: 
Anything that contributed to a lack of progress, 
or even to regression, in one or more of the six 
dimensions of spirituality. This can happen 
whenever a person, force or group directly 
interferes with an individual’s or a group's 
progress in any of the six dimensions.1’ 
King struggled with the unjust laws in the judicial system. Utilizing St. Augustine's 
“ Treatise on Law " and Paul Tillich's "Estrangement and Sin, ” King defined what are 
“just and unjust laws.” His exegeses of “just and unjust" law empowered and justified 
the need for the Civil Rights Movement to oppose and challenge segregation. 
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Fourthly, the study will focus on transformation. LaPierre states, “personal 
transformation is essential to spirituality.”14 In order to be changed one must admit that 
one is helpless over whatever issue, situation, or a people. One must never see oneself as 
“having arrived” but always in a process of “becoming.” King’s transformation was 
through the non-violent direct action approach. Although King studied the non-violent 
approach from Gandhi the concept was birthed in Judeo-Christian teachings. King 
required that all volunteers in the movement undergo a self-purification process. 
Questions were repeatedly asked such as. “ Are you able to accept blows without 
retaliating?” “ Are you able to endure the ordeals of jail?”15 Once this was inculcated 
into them, these values were reinforced with teachings on love and non-violence. King 
knew that humankind’s love was conditional, it would take an “agape” love that is not 
self-seeking to bring to fruition the beloved community. 
Agape love does not see race, creed, or color; it only sees what God made, a 
human. A human made in the very image of God that was created out of His love. King 
believed it would take an extensive and extreme teaching on “ agape” love to change the 
minds of African American's which have been historically oppressed. Only through this 
transformation would they love unconditionally their oppressors. King knew that if man 
would allow himself to be impregnated with this view and be transformed to this level, 
then his “beloved community” could be a reality. 
8 
Lastly, I will study the community'. LaPierre’s model utilizes B.J. Groeschel's 
definition of community. He states: 
Whatever the individual’s life, one must grow with 
others if one is to grow spiritually. It was Harry 
Stack Sullivan's insight that we learn to be and 
remain functioning individuals only in relation 
To others; this is an important concept in the 
spiritual life.16 
In Kenneth L. Smith and Ira Zepp Jr.’s, Search for the Beloved Community: The 
Thinking of Martin Luther Kins Jr., they envisioned the human community applying the 
Christian concept of love to their lives. Also, King's main focus was on the concept of 
the “kingdom of God.” and how God originally mandated the human community to live 
on earth. 
In conclusion, the implications of spirituality are prevalent themes in his “Letter 
from a Birmingham City Jail. ” I will analyze these dimensions within the context of 
King's letter. King knew that the Negroes' struggles in life had worth, meaning, and 
purpose to transform dark yesterdays into brighter tomorrows. 
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CHAPTER 2 
INSTITUTIONAL RELIGION 
According to Lawrence L. LaPierre’s, “A Model for Describing Spirituality” 
institutional “... religion is often experienced as a collection of rituals, rules, patterns of 
life, and other behavior to which one must adhere in order to be accepted in particular 
religious groups.”1 He also states that, “Religion is often understood as what a person 
does in response to specific personal beliefs about a divine being or beings. On the other 
hand, a person’s individual spirituality may or may not incorporate the rules, rituals and 
behaviors of particular religious groups.”2 
Soeken and Carson in their article, “Responding to the Spiritual Needs of the 
Chronically III” also see a difference between spirituality and religion. They state that, 
“The spiritual dimension of a person is broader than institutionalized religion, although 
for some persons spirituality is expressed and developed through formal religious 
activities such as prayer and worship services.”3 LaPierre’s definition coupled with 
Soeken and Carson will be the model of spirituality to analyze King’s criticism and 
perception of the so-called White and Negro institutional churches. As King stated in his 
Strength to Love, “I say so-called Negro church because ideally there can be no Negro or 
White church.”4 Spiritually, there are no class or color differentiation concerning the 
church. My definition of church for this paper is, “a body of believers, who are seeking 
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God-to be in relationship with Him; and who are accepting the challenge by the unction 
of the Holy Spirit through the teachings of Jesus to make a difference in the world.” 
To understand why King wrote, “Letter from a Birmingham City Jail” it is 
important for the reader to have read the “Open Letter to Dr. King from Birmingham 
Clergymen. ” Dr. King’s concern with the clergymen’s letter was their inability to see a 
Christ-centered movement whose sole purpose was to unify humankind in redemptive 
love. He addressed their inaccurate accusations and misinformation by revealing in love 
a balanced interpretation and responsibility of the movement’s activists, the agitators, and 
non-participants of the movement both Negro and White. Therefore, the writer will cite 
the complete text of each letter in the Appendices. Dr. King’s letter invoked his 
individual struggle with segregation as well as with the prophetic role of the church. 
King addressed several issues concerning the White, and Negro churches, and 
Elijah Muhammad’s Muslim movement. To the White church he addressed their 
description of the movement as “ extreme” ; its leadership and non-involvement; also 
their church polity, and baptizers of the status quo. With the Negro church, his concerns 
were slightly different. He addressed the elitism in the Negro church and their non¬ 
involvement by preaching a “hereafter” theology that is used to be an opiate in order to 
escape the challenges of society. His last concern about the Negro community was the 
upwardly mobile doctrine of the Muslim movement and the violent alternative of their 
solution to the racial problems, which King envisioned as a “ frightening racial 
nightmare.”5 
13 
In order to address the White clergy’s view of the movement, as “ extreme” King 
had to explain his posture within the Negro community. King stood between several 
classes of people within the Negro community. The first group had lost their 
“ somebodiness” or value in their human worth. The second group, or the educated, 
middle-class was like the Sadducees, who conformed to the dominant class mentality and 
stood to benefit from the establishment’s exploitation of the underprivileged. 
In essence, they would not physically be a part of the struggle and viewed the 
Civil Rights Movement as a threat to the crumbs they were receiving from the segregated 
establishment. The last group or the black nationalist repudiated Christianity and 
American ideals. These were Negroes that endorsed violence, should it become 
necessary, to reclaim the Negroes “ inalienable rights” and humanity in America. 
King scolded the educated and wealthy Negro middle-class that benefited from 
segregation, but were insensitive to the plight of the underprivileged Negro community. 
Howard Thurman’s Jesus and the Disinherited equated the middle-class behavior of 
some Negroes to the Sadducees of ancient Israel: 
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From their number came the higher priests, and most of 
the economic security derived from contemporary 
worship in the masses of the people. Any disturbance 
of the established order meant upsetting their position, 
they loved Israel, but they seem to have loved security 
more ... Their tragedy was in fact that they idealized 
the position of the Roman in the world and suffered the 
moral fate of the Romans by becoming like them. They 
saw only two roads open before them-become like the 
Romans or be destroyed by the Romans. They chose 
the former.6 
The accomodationist attitude of the Negro middle-class fits LaPierre’s definition 
of the institutional church. They loved Israel [America] but even more their security. In 
order to fit in the so-called American ideals the middle-class sought to be like Americans, 
forsaking the cruel atrocities done to the Negro race by the Roman [White]. This 
behavior and status was not an overnight process but was the outcome of systematic 
racism. 
This process began in slavery when Africans were seen as chattel or property. 
Ownership of their humanness was forcibly taken and deprived them of their humanity. 
This was a defining mark of oppression that has affected Negroes for all subsequent 
generations. This mark of oppression promoted fear and complacency in the oppressed. 
The system instilled a false sense of superiority in the oppressor and a false sense of 
inferiority in the oppressed. Many of them succumbed to a theology that induced them to 
look forward in receiving the reward in the “hereafter” and to live beneath their 
humanity. 
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The other position that King eschewed was that of the black nationalist group- 
Elijah Muhammad’s Muslim movement. This group advocated violence, which 
precipitated from hatred, unforgiveness, and bitterness. King stated: 
This movement is nourished by the contemporary 
frustration over the continued existence of racial 
discrimination. It is made up of people who have 
lost faith in America, who have absolutely 
repudiated Christianity, and who have concluded 
that the white man is an incurable ‘devil.’ I have 
tried to stand between these two forces, saying 
that we need not follow the ‘ do-nothingism’ of 
the complacent or the hatred and despair of the 
black nationalist.7 
Their behavior is a violent form of resistance to American ideals, capitalist 
system, and its injustices. This behavior rejects Christianity and King’s nonviolence 
posture to regain the Negroes’ humanity and rights. The nationalist is a prisoner of his or 
her own hate, created out of slavery. Their hostility toward the American system is 
understandable and justifiable, but not their violent means to attain the Negroes freedom. 
King denounced the violent approach of Black nationalists. He maintained that, 
“There is a more excellent way of love and nonviolent protest is that way. I’m grateful 
to God that, through the Negro church the dimension of nonviolence entered our 
struggle.”8 King concluded that the nationalists’ approach would result in a blood bath 
for all parties involved. More importantly, if Whites do not support his movement’s 
nonviolent methods then the Negro will inevitably convert to nationalist ideology which 
would be a “frightening racial nightmare.”9 
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King was trying to convey to the clergy that historically oppressed people come to 
a breaking point, and freedom will be sought by whatever means necessary. King stated, 
“This is what happened to the American Negro. Something within has reminded 
him of his birthright of freedom; something without has reminded him that he can gain 
it.”10 
This urge and common thread for quest of freedom, racial justice, and equality 
had now engulfed the Negro, thrusting him into the Zeitgeist. This was a German term 
King employed. It means a time and a unified spirit of a people that have been caught up 
in a metaphoric vacuum. This spirit captivates a body of people to respond to an unjust 
system. 
King further explained what years of oppression could do to one’s soul. There 
must be an outlet for one to vent his frustrations. To paraphrase King, one should 
understand the prayer vigils, freedom rides, marches, and sit-ins are Christian, nonviolent 
creative methods to display their frustration. If not expressed in this manner, violence 
becomes the devastating alternative.11 
King chose creative methods that embraced spiritual principles. He carefully 
implemented four steps in the movement that all volunteers had to undertake. First, 
collection of the facts to determine whether injustices are alive; secondly, negotiation; 
thirdly, self-purification; and lastly, direct action. 
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Birmingham was the ideal place to test these principles in combating racial 
injustice. The Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights had consistently tried to 
negotiate with Birmingham’s business leaders to stop discriminating practices in their 
stores. Glenn T. Eskew’s, But for Birmingham: The Local and National Movement in the 
Civil Rights Struggle, focuses on the activities of Reverend Fred L. Shuttlesworth and 
the critical role of Birmingham in preserving the credibility of the Civil Rights 
Movement. This prepared the way for King to launch a nonviolent campaign. After 
numerous attempts to settle and negotiate, the business owners continued their Jim Crow 
practices. Self-purification was the next step. 
It prepared the freedom fighters for any violent attacks, and the mind had to be 
reprogrammed to deal properly with verbal confrontation. King knew that any verbal or 
physical retaliation would result in violence. He had to conduct a thorough teaching on 
forgiveness utilizing the teachings of Jesus the Christ to spiritually transform the 
volunteers. Once this had been indoctrinated into their psyche and accepted, then the 
oppressed could withstand the verbal and physical abuse by the oppressor. This act of 
nonviolence in turn would hopefully inspire the oppressors to turn inward to search for 
their own spiritual and moral consciousness. 
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The volunteer must be able to look at the injustices done to them by the oppressor, 
past and present, and purge themselves of all hatred and learn to look at the oppressor as 
children of God. This purification required the highest type of love, and agape love, 
unconditional love. This love is transformational. King knew just to .teach the volunteer 
about this love was not enough. 
First, a thorough teaching on what agape love was, was needed, then it was 
necessary to put this love into action. It had to be decided by the volunteers to choose to 
be transformed by the “renewing of their mind.”12 Even after teaching about the 
transforming love this could only be done by having a personal encounter with God. 
King explained what type of love they needed in order to overcome evil with good: 
‘Love’ in this connection means understanding good 
will... Agape means nothing sentimental or basically 
affectionate; it means understanding redeeming good 
will for all men, an overflowing love, which seeks 
nothing in return. It is the love of God working in 
the lives of men. When we love on the agape level 
we love men not because we like them, not because 
their attitudes and ways appeal to us, but because 
God loves them. Here we rise to the position of 
loving the person who does evil deeds while 
hating the deed he does.13 
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He further asserted that agape love is spiritual: I Corinthians 10:24, “Nobody should seek 
his own good, but the good of others.”14 Agape is this kind of love. It makes no 
distinction between race, wealth, educational background, or status; it is directed toward 
all. In essence, expect nothing in return, just the “need to belong to the best in the human 
family.”'5 
This type of love compels one to endure the struggle until freedom is attained. 
King was convinced that agape love could transform an unjust society into a just, moral, 
and ethical community. One would see humankind and not racial or economical 
divisions. Paul Tillich, a famous theologian, stated that, “agape elevates the libido into 
the divine unity of love, power, and justice.”16 After King and his associates would 
thoroughly teach and train, the desired outcome was for the volunteers to be transformed 
by God. After this deep purification, then nonviolent direct action would be 
implemented. 
To further defend their nonviolent activity, King used the lives of ancient biblical 
prophets, Jesus the Christ, and theologians from European history. The utilization of 
European theologians would relate to the White clergy’s ethnic background and reinforce 
King’s point. Restated: 
Was not Jesus an extremist in love- ‘Love your 
enemies, bless them that curse you, pray for those 
that despitefully use you ... Amos, an extremist 
for justice- ‘Let justice roll down like waters and 
righteousness like a mighty stream ... Paul, an 
extremist for the gospel of Jesus Christ- T bear in 
my body the marks of the Lord Jesus.”17 
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This made it a badge of honor for the civil rights activists to be beaten with billy clubs 
and watered down by fire hoses. 
King reinforced his stance on nonviolence utilizing his namesake, Martin Luther, 
the acknowledged father of Protestantism. Martin Luther refuted the Catholic church’s 
traditional religious understanding that one’s good works determined righteousness. He 
maintained that righteousness was a gift from God. Martin Luther’s protest precipitated 
the Reformation. This 16th century movement led to the formation of the first Protestant 
church. John Bunyan, author and preacher, wrote his metaphorically expressed 
autobiography, The Pilgrim’s Progress in prison. A brief synopsis of his book in the 
Americana Encyclopedia related the Christian’s journey through the City of Destruction, 
Slough of Despond, Vanity Fair, the hill of Difficulty, Plain called Ease, to the brink of 
the dark river of Death, and finally reaching the Celestial City. “The wonders, terrors, 
and deliverance’s on the way are recognizable human experiences as well as details of the 
story.”18 Bunyan’s refusal to bow before the status quo enabled him to say these words; 
“I will stay in jail to the end of my days before I make a butchery of my conscience.”19 
Other European nonconformists he utilized were Abraham Lincoln, who did not expect 
this nation to survive half slave and half free; and Thomas Jefferson, who declared that 
all men in this country are created equal. 
21 
The question King posed to the clergymen after his historical list of 
nonconformists was not whether they would be extremist, but what kind of extremist they 
will be? To be an extremist for justice, injustice, love, or hate. The crowning example of 
extreme love in history is the crucifixion of Christ and the two thieves at Calvary. He 
stated: 
Two were extremists for immortality, and thusly 
fell below their environment. The other, Jesus 
the Christ, was an extremist for love, truth, and 
goodness and thereby rose above his environment, 
so, after all, maybe the South, the nation, and the 
world are in dire need of creative extremists.20 
King had hoped that White moderates could view the movement’s nonviolent 
approach as the most effective means to sow the seed of racial equality. To give added 
credibility to his argument, King interjects the names of several White moderates who 
had committed themselves to the philosophy of the movement as well as the fight against 
segregation. King commended Ralph McGill, Lillian Smith, Harry Golden, and James 
Dabbs for their courageousness under fire, and their outward involvement with the 
movement. 
King proceeded to the next issue of why the clergy had been reluctant to join the 
movement. He also scolded the Negro religious leadership for their elitist attitude, and 
both Negro and White religious leaders for their teaching a “hereafter” theology. This 
preaching focused on a “hereafter” and transcendent God rather than an immanent deity 
who would address the present day societal ills. 
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In King’s Strength to Love he denounced the Southern clergy’s reluctance to join 
the movement. He also addressed the clergy’s scolding of the movement, and telling 
Negroes to wait. The clergy had scolded King for wanting results too rapidly, without 
first allowing the newly elected government a chance to negotiate and arbitrate the 
problems in Bimiingham. King’s rebuttal to their scolding gives insight to why 
individuals or groups regardless of color have been conditioned to move to the 
“drumbeat of the status quo.”21 He explained that he and his movement had been given 
another mandate from a “higher” authority. 
King stated, “ In spite of this prevailing tendency to conform, we as Christians are 
to be nonconformists.”22 The Christian mandate is Romans 12:2, “Be ye not conformed 
to this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind.”23 He maintained 
that, “ We are called to be a people of conviction, not a conformity; of moral nobility, not 
social respectability. We are commanded to live differently and according to a higher 
loyalty.”24 
King reminded his fellow clergymen that Christians are citizens of two worlds, 
the world of time, and the world of eternity. Herein lies the struggle of the transformed 
Christian. He stated, “We are, paradoxically, in the world and not of the world.”25 
Sincere Christians must never compromise, or surrender their loyalty to God for any 
time-bound custom or earth-bound idea. King further maintained, “For at the heart of 
our universe is a higher reality-God and his kingdom of love-to which we must be 
conformed.”26 
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King asserted that if Christians refuse to “suffer for righteousness sake”27 then 
they have chosen the path of comfort, rather than conviction. Being comfortable is to 
conform to time-bound rules and regulations that directly interfere with an individual or 
group’s progress. King emphasized that, “Christians in particular, are thermometers that 
record or register the temperature of majority opinion, not thermostats that transform and 
regulate the temperature of society.”28 
The institutional church more than any other institution tends to conform to 
majority opinion. The church historically has defended and blessed the majority opinion. 
In this society it is unpopular for an individual or group to disagree with the majority 
opinion for fear of being ridiculed or ostracized. The institutional church has been a 
major contributor to crystallize the earth-bound opinions and lead the chorus of ridicule 
against those who challenge that opinion. 
According to King, the church has sanctioned the evils of society such as 
segregation. Historically it has sanctioned slavery, war, and economic exploitation. It 
has breached its eternal contract with the Almighty and harkened unto the authority of the 
world. It has sanctioned at times the immoral and unethical mores of the community. 
Ministers have accepted the spirit of conformity, thus allowing their spiritual mandate to 
be compromised and replaced by material wares and popularity. They’d rather preach 
semions that comfort than convict to be transformed. They would rather secure their 
position and popularity with their congregation than challenge them to be the “ salt of the 
earth and light of the world.”29 King suggested that the church needs to recapture the 
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zealousness of the gospel that the early Christians possessed. They refused to conform to 
the patterns of this world, and sacrificed their personal agenda to put an end to barbaric 
evils of their time. But now the church has settled for a diluted, popular, pleasing 
message to secure their wealth and prestige. In effect, the church had become an echo 
rather than a voice. 
The church is to be a reflection of Jesus Christ in the world. Christians must 
realize that they are the church. If it is to be the effectual mouthpiece of God then it must 
be transformed by the gospel of Christ. The struggle of each sincere Christian must be a 
choice to either be transformed by God or conform to the world’s standard. King 
redefined the term “ nonconformity” for a clearer understanding of what or how the 
person or group is identified: 
Nonconformity is creativity when it is controlled 
and directed by a transformed life and is constructive 
when it embraces a new mental outlook. By opening 
our lives to God in Christ we become new creatures. 
This experience, which Jesus spoke of as a new birth, 
essential if we are to be transformed, nonconformists 
and freed from the cold hardheartedness and self- 
righteousness so often characteristic of nonconformity 
... A reformer may be an untransformed nonconformist 
whose rebellion against evils of society has left him 
annoyingly rigid and unreasonably impatient... Only 
through an inner spiritual transformation do we gain 
the strength to fight vigorously the evils of the world 
in a humble and loving spirit.30 
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The transformed nonconformist seeks the kingdom of God and His righteousness, 
meaning, God’s agenda and not man’s to establish social change. He is not passive but 
avoids making hasty judgements or speaking irresponsibly. He realizes that change, 
whether social or spiritual, is a continual process, and works fervently towards it. The 
redemption of this world can only come through “creative maladjusted nonconformist.”31 
A “creative maladjusted nonconformist” never accepts earth-bound rules that 
conflict with God’s eternal-bound agenda for earth-bound existence. Segregation, 
discrimination, moral degeneracy, religious bigotry, narrow sectarianism, and economic 
lack deprive groups from becoming their best in the human family. According to King, 
Christians must be “creative maladjusted nonconformist” like Shadrach, Meschach, and 
Abednego. They were ordered by King Nebuchadnezzar to bow before an idol. They 
boldly stood uncompromisingly on their eternal-bound contract refusing to bow before a 
false god. 
Others, like Daniel, who walked upright, refused to pray to any god except the 
God of Israel. Daniel had favor with the king, but the king’s jealous administrators 
plotted against him. Realizing Daniel’s commitment to the God of Israel, they deceived 
the king into proclaiming that no one could pray to anyone except him. The king signed 
the proclamation, and as a result Daniel was thrown into the lion’s den. To the king’s 
dismay, he could not withdraw his decree, not even for Daniel. Daniel’s life was spared 
by God to prove to man that his God was in control. The king was overjoyed by Daniel’s 
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survival. Learning of his administrators’ treachery, he had them and their families 
thrown in the same lion’s den, and instantly they were killed. 
History is on the side of those who are punished for righteousness. To those that 
inflict injustices upon the oppressed, the punishment fits the crime. Generations may be 
cut off, amongst other things for not recognizing God’s sovereignty in heaven and earth. 
Humankind’s non-recognition of God’s omniscience is the struggle that further 
perpetuates the sin of separation. African Americans more, than any other group in this 
country have wrestled with the “sin of estrangement” which Paul Tillich, stated, 
“separation of people is in direct violation of God’s eternal bound agenda.”32 
This spiritual wrestling coupled with suffering are active and not passive. It produces 
growth and self-actualization for the oppressed. 
In William H. Becker’s article, “The Black Tradition of Spiritual Wrestling, ” in 
The Journal of Religious Thought, wrestling is used as a metaphor for spiritual struggle. 
Becker states, “ ... Because the spiritual life involves struggle, because the drive of love 
is in some part a warfare against the many forms of estrangement that oppose love¬ 
wrestling is a profoundly suggestive metaphor for the traditional black understanding of 
spiritual striving.”33 Becker utilizes Arthur Waskow’s line in his poem, “ Godwrestling. ” 
He states wrestling: 
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Feels a lot like making war but also at the same time 
‘a lot like making love.’ Even more appropriate to 
the black-white struggle, this metaphor suggest the 
peculiar ambivalence, the push-and-pull spiritual 
disturbance, involved whenever people confront 
one another feeling profound suspicion, fear, 
alienation and, at one and the same time, knowing, 
with an unspoken, guilty awareness, that their 
relationship, as it stands, is dishonest, a denial of 
love, a mutually destructive lie.34 
Struggle and suffering are central to the African American experience. Being 
taken forcefully from our indigenous home to enslavement and its cruelty, and now to the 
present suffering in our community the struggle has not been passive but we are being 
transformed by the activity of the struggle. W.E.B. DuBois in The Souls of Black Folk 
aptly named his first chapter “ Of Our Spiritual Strivings. ” The striving in and of 
themselves is spiritual. DuBois stated the African American’s dilemma of a dialectical 
double consciousness: 
One ever feels his two-ness, -an American, 
a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two 
unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in 
one dark body, whose dogged strength alone 
keeps it from being tom asunder. The goal of 
this black striving is not simply to endure, to 
keep from being tom apart; rather, it is through 
struggle ‘to attain self-conscious manhood, to 
merge his double self into a better and truer self.35 
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African Americans have sought to respond, understand, and transcend their 
suffering, to understand this country and their life. To simply consider the African 
American’s life as only struggle rules out sub-classifications encountered with struggle. 
Becker classifies them as “ experience of grace, of surrendering or letting go, of mystical 
identification with all of reality, and so on.”36 
Spiritual struggle is essential to spiritual growth and transformation. King stated 
this when he explained the difference between eros and agape love. Agape love 
transforms one’s mind to seek the good in others. It does not have a hidden agenda; it 
sees others as how God sees them. It always seeks unity and community with one’s 
fellowman. There is a paradoxical meaning to the Negro and his relationship with his 
White brother. His spiritual struggle is that no matter what or how his White brother 
feels about him, he is bound by the eternal contract to love him anyway. James Baldwin 
stated it eloquently in his essay, Nobody Knows My Name: 
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There is no reason for you [Baldwin advises his 
nephew] to try to become like white people and 
there is no basis whatever for their impertinent 
assumption that they must accept you. The really 
terrible thing, old buddy, is that you must accept 
them ... You must accept them with love.37 
This is the struggle of the African American and every Christian. It is a command 
to love your enemy regardless of how many derogatory statements and nomenclatures 
spew from their mouths, or how»they perversely utilize the Bible to justify separation of 
race. It is an eternal command that must be adhered to in order to mature and transcend 
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time-bound rules and mores in order for the community of humankind to prevail beyond 
the twentieth century. This type of love is not a sentimental, emotional love. Baldwin 
described it as, "Love does not begin and end the way we seem to think it does. Love is a 
battle, love is a war, love is growing up.”38 Paul states in I Corinthians 13:4-6, "Love is 
patient and kind ... Love does not insist on its way ... Love bears all things ... endures 
all things.”39 Growing up and transformation are the key words to this type of love. It is 
transcendental in method and theory. 
This love is the same as in the early, ancient church. To paraphrase the word of 
God, if one should strike you on the cheek, turn to the other as well. This is a mature 
love to accept the struggle, opposition, and conflict in order to work toward making a 
community out of the estrangement. Becker states, "Somehow love to achieve its aim of 
overcoming separation battles against the racism of the racist, yet at the same time yearns 
for reconciliation with him."40 Spiritual stmggle for African Americans, and especially 
for Christians is rooted and grounded in love. African American Christians understand 
that the nature of God is love, God is driven, motivated, and compelled to act out of his 
love for those whom he created-humanity. Without the quality of redemptive love, 
African Americans will not be able to move beyond the boundary of color. 
King longed to hear White ministers tell their congregations to adhere to 
desegregation because it complies with a higher law, and also to see the Negro as his 
brother. But to King's dismay he only heard evasive religious rhetoric, and otherworldly 
teaching. This theology diluted the gospel of Christ to remedy societal ills. 
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King accused the Negro church of also flirting with an otherworldly theology as 
well. In Dr. King's "Challenge to the Churches and Synagogues" he addressed this issue 
to the church and the synagogue: 
There are still all too many religious institutions following 
a theology, which stresses the total and hopeless depravity 
of all mundane existence and which admonishes men to 
seek salvation in escape from social life and in preparation 
for a hereafter wherein all wrongs will be automatically 
righted. They make an undue dichotomy between souls 
and bodies, love and justice, the sacred and the secular, 
they end up with a religion which operates only on the 
vertical plane with no thrust on the horizontal. But 
however sincere, this view of religion is all too confined.41 
The Negro church has perpetuated this theology to the point that some members 
of the Negro community do not view the gospel as spiritual, social, or economically 
transforming. Jesus was Jewish, but what distinguished him from all other Jews? 
According to Howard Thurman: 
He focused on the urgency of a radical change in the inner 
attitude of the people. He recognized fully that out of the 
heart are the issues of life and that no external force, 
however great and overwhelming can at long last destroy 
a people if it does not first win the victory of the spirit 
against them ... Again and again he came back to the 
inner life of the individual. With increasing insight and 
startling accuracy he placed his finger on the 'inward 
center' as the crucial arena where the issues would 
determine the destiny of his people.42 
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King knew before a community, government, or nation could be changed the 
individual must be transformed inwardly. King knew that in the Negro community, the 
church is most persuasive force to unify its people. But it can also be the most divisive if 
minister's are not willing to sacrifice their personal agenda and stand up for 
righteousness. King stated: 
We are gravely mistaken if we think that religion protects us 
from the pain and agony of mortal existence ... I'm sick and 
tired of seeing Negro preachers riding around in big cars 
and living in big houses and not concerned about the problems 
of the people who made it possible.' 'It seems that I can hear 
the Almighty God say, 'Stop preaching your irrelevant mess 
in my face, for your hands are full of tar. For the people that 
I sent you to serve are in need and you are doing nothing but 
being concerned about yourself.' 'Seems that I can hear God 
saying that it's time to rise up now and make it clear that the 
evils of the universe must be removed. And that God isn't 
going to do it all by himself. The church that over looks this 
is a dangerously irrelevant church.43 
Institutional religion functions for many as an escape mechanism from spiritual 
challenges. Becker surmises this opiate use of religion as: 
Spiritual wrestling, in contrast, is the risky, lonely, courageous 
effort to look beneath and behind accepted appearances and 
traditional words-in spite of the unwelcome truth one may 
see there. The religion and the spiritual need each other 
cannot be fulfilled without each other. Unless they are 
challenged in every generation by spiritual wrestlers, religious 
traditions grow rigid and defensive, devoted to self-preservation.44 
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The church (body of Christ) has not kept its eternal mandate. Churches have not 
been the headlight in eradicating societal ills as social, economic, and political injustice. 
Nor, have they elevated the status quo's standards, and society's conscience. If the church 
is called to be the conscience of the state then it must run from its traditional religious 
customs and practices, sanctimonious rhetoric, and its defense of the status quo. 
King understood that the institutional church was not the sole means to establish 
the "beloved community." He had to turn inward to the "true" church, the ecclesia. King 
turned to the inner spiritual church, the church within the church. During the antebellum 
south, it was called the "invisible institution. " 
He also understood that he did not need to be necessarily in a physical structure to 
hear from God. He knew that his inner man, spirit had been transformed by the renewing 
of his mind. Therefore, he was not concerned with man's religious traditions, but his 
loyalty to God and His divine imperative. It is not that he did not love the institutional 
church, but he understood to be spiritual did not necessarily mean religious. 
Becker's article analyzes the difference between the spiritual and the religious. "It 
is important to note that the concept of spiritual wrestling refers essentially to a human 
experience that is independent of traditional religious commitment and interpretation by 
the wrestler."45 He also states that, "First, the black tradition sees spiritual wrestling as a 
challenge and task fundamental to personal life such, hence a task that faces all blacks, all 
humans."46 African American children who live in a society that places a stigma on their 
color must celebrate their uniqueness as children of God, created in His image. 
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African Americans have expressed their uniqueness in song (religious or secular), 
poetry and dance. As it has been stated, spirituality for the African American is, "to find 
worth, meaning, and purpose in and for their lives."47 One can do this without necessarily 
being religious in a traditional sense. 
The second distinction Becker pointed out is that African Americans have come 
to understand that they must make choices in Western Christianity of what is and what is 
not relevant to their struggle. In Frederick Douglass' Narrative of the Life of Frederick 
Douglass, An American Slave he rejected Christianity as it was practiced by White 
Americans. He understood that "slaveholding religion" utilized by Whites was not the 
Christianity of Christ. He stated, "I recognize the widest possible difference so wide, that 
to receive the one as good, pure and holy, is of necessity to reject the other hand as bad, 
corrupt, and wicked."48 
Becker suggests there are other black advocates of spiritual wrestling that have 
repudiated all forms of Christianity, including the black church. In conclusion, this can 
be a presupposed warning sight to the church (body of Christ). He utilized James 
Baldwin's book, The Fire Next Time, where he addressed his flight to the church (Negro) 
to escape the bad elements in his neighborhood which he saw how easily he could 
become a part of. He saw his flight to God as a flight from himself, the inner self, where 
people do not like to tread for fear to see their true selves. He stated: 
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Religious commitment, for Baldwin is precisely a way of 
evading knowledge of oneself, knowledge of reality, hence, 
of avoiding the spiritual struggle that come with such 
knowledge. The first principle of such commitment, claims 
Baldwin, is 'blindness'; one agrees to be blind to the truth 
in order to be safe from the pain it carries with it.49 
Religious commitment is not always an evasion of spiritual struggle. For King 
the struggle and the commitment were related, interdependent upon each other. But King 
knew and understood the boundary of that commitment to institutional religion. Becker 
summarizes that without traditional religion the wrestler may never discover his 
spirituality on an eternal agenda. 
Without the tradition, there are not appearances beneath 
which the wrestler can look; there are not words behind 
which the wrestler can seek true meaning. Even corrupt 
and distorted tradition thus has an important role to play in 
stimulating spiritual struggle, as became quite evident 
during the 1960's.50 
King was that spiritual wrestler who discovered his spirituality on an eternal 
agenda. He challenged the traditional religious rhetoric and discovered that he was 
predestined to advance the kingdom of God in time and lay hold to it [Appendix] to incur 
a social, economic, and political change. 
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CHAPTER 3 
ENCOUNTER WITH TRANSCENDENCE 
LaPierre utilizes a definition of spirituality by S.L. Grandstrom author of 
"Spiritual Nursing Care for Oncology Clients, " within this model, "Spirituality involves a 
personal quest to find meaning and purpose in life and a relationship to the Mystery/God 
and the rest of the universe."1 King's destiny was prepared for him long before the 
foundations of the earth were brought forth. It is important to recount King's birth, 
childhood, and young adult life that geared him to find meaning and purpose in life. 
They were important in establishing a foundation for the movement, and in King's 
relationship with God. 
Martin L. King, Jr., was bom January 15, 1929, in Atlanta, Georgia. There have 
been varied reports as to whether his name originally was Martin or Michael, after his 
father. Stephen B. Oates' Let the Trumpet Sound, states that "Daddy" King changed it to 
Martin because of his dying father's request. In either case, upon entering the world 
Martin Luther did not cry or move. The doctor had to spank him several times before he 
cried. M.L. as he was affectionately called, was a precocious, intelligent, and a 
physically active child. He was known by family and community to be an observant, 
inquisitive child, sensitive to those around him. Being wiry and small in stature did not 
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stop M.L. from rambunctious play. In an incident with his younger brother A.D., 
M.L., took the telephone receiver and hit him extremely hard for harassing their older 
sister Christine unmercifully. 
The observant M.L. asked questions constantly. For example, as his family was 
driving downtown he noticed that the colored people were treated differently from 
whites. The separation of colored and white puzzled him, and this was before he entered 
grade school. Young M.L.'s memory was remarkable. 
He memorized Bible verses long before he could read. A nightly ritual at the 
dinner table was to recite Bible verses learned. His maternal grandmother or "Mama" 
whom he unconditionally loved as she him, told him Bible stories that made them come 
alive. This is not to say that M.L. did not love his mother or "Mother Dear," but his 
grandmother would have literally laid down her life for him as he would later endanger 
his own on several occasions. Their relationship will be discussed at length later in this 
chapter. 
M.L. knew he was a privileged child in comparison to other Negroes in the 
community. His status of middle-class would at times be a mark of embarrassment 
throughout his life. His father, "Daddy" King, provided his children with the best of 
material wealth and especially education. He was determined that his children would not 
grow up as he did. Son of a sharecropper in Stockbridge, Georgia, he understood the 
first-hand discrimination and lynching of Negroes. Growing up poor and experiencing 
the inequities of society against the Negro race instilled in "Daddy" King a motivation to 
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be educated and economically sound. In spite of the Negroes social and economic 
struggles "Daddy" King was an outspoken man. He refused to be dehumanized by the 
Jim Crow system or verbally degraded by the White man. "I don't care how long I have 
to live with the system, I am never going to accept it. I'll fight it until I die."2 
“ Daddy” King attended Morehouse College, and worked his way through. While 
in college he met his future wife, Alberta Williams, daughter of prominent minister, A.D. 
Williams, pastor of Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlanta, Georgia. After marrying, 
"Daddy" King was asked to be on various boards that gained him respect in both the 
Negro and White community. He also was assistant pastor with his father-in-law at 
Ebenzezer. When Pastor Williams died, "Daddy" King became pastor of the prestigious 
Ebenezer. His keen sense of business and love for people motivated his congregation to 
become financially aware of how and where to utilize their resources. He encouraged his 
people to buy within their community to build it up. 
Known in his house as a strict disciplinarian, a frugal man, and a very controlling 
man, his family never lacked for any good thing. Each of his children received an 
allowance for performing tasks required of them. His strict disciplinarian measures 
toward M.L. aroused guilt and an anger in him that would not allow him to cry out. 
Instead, his "Mama" would go to her bedroom and uncontrollably sob for him. It was 
unbearable for her to see him being punished. "Daddy" King recalled this behavior as 
peculiar. And peculiar it was. 
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On one occasion M.L. and A.D. were playing on the stairwell and M.L. pushed 
A.D. down the stairs and knocked their grandmother down. M.L. thinking she was dead 
flung himself down the stairwell. When he heard that she was okay he got up and acted 
as if nothing happened. 
On May 18, 1941, a Sunday, M.L. sneaked off to see a parade. This was 
forbidden in the King household on a Sunday. Sunday's were for the Lord and Him only. 
Upon his return he saw a gathering at his house. When he heard the news of his 
grandmother's death he went to the second floor window and again flung himself out the 
window. People ran to him and picked him up. Bruised badly, but not dead he 
uncontrollably cried and blamed himself for death. He did this for several days thinking 
that God was punishing him for his disobedience. 
In Taylor Branchs', Parting the Waters-America in the King Years 1954-1963, 
BCing discussed that event in detail. Branch states: 
His grandmother's death brought young King for 
the first time to both belief and unbelief, and 
therefore to the sharp edge of religious inquiry. 
Her death also deprived him of the one person 
in the household who seemed to combine pure 
love with natural, unforced authority.3 
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M.L., being bom in a lineage of ministers, was assumed that he or A.D. would 
take the mantle after "Daddy" King retired preferably M.L. But his grandmother's death 
had changed him, and his traditional religious beliefs. M.L. still loved to hear the big 
words ministers used, but without the emotional fervor. He wanted to pursue an 
occupation where his intelligence and knowledge were the focal point. 
Martin was extremely intelligent, but it was not enough to be accepted and 
acknowledged by the White community. Several incidents in his childhood made Martin 
very bitter against the White community. Once, when upon entering school a White 
playmate's parents informed him that he could no longer play with their son. 
Their only reasoning was that their son was White and he was colored. Hurt and angered 
he ran home to loving parents who explained to him the history of Negroes in America. 
They emphasized to him that he was somebody, but he was determined to hate every 
White person. 
Another incident happened when he won an oratorical contest. M.L. and his 
teacher, elated because of his achievement, got on the bus to return to Atlanta. The 
crowded bus stopped again and other White patrons boarded the bus, but there were no 
empty seats. The bus driver approached Martin and his teacher and told them to give 
their seats to the White patrons. Martin refused to move. The driver called him a "black- 
son-of-a-bitch"4 but he still refused to move. Through his teacher's prodding he finally 
stood up. Angered, he and his teacher stood the entire trip back to Atlanta. 
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Martin realized that he was still considered a "nigger" to White people in spite of his 
intelligence and middle-class status. Pained by the inequities of society, Martin made it a 
point to excel in everything to contradict the stereotypes of Negroes. 
His teenage years were as rebellious as ever. He questioned the traditional 
religious mores of the day and struggled with the pressure of his father's insistence that he 
enter the ministry. Martin's anger was projected in his roughhousing with the 
neighborhood boys. They did not know whether he was playing or actually fighting 
them. Despite his bottled-up anger, Martin's grades were never affected. In fact, he was 
skipped to higher grades because of his intelligence, and graduated from high school in 
the eleventh grade. His early enrollment into Morehouse was a result of young Negro 
college students being drafted for war. As a result, Morehouse began to accept 
exceptional high school juniors. Martin passed the entrance exams and began in the fall 
of 1944. 
The summer before he matriculated at Morehouse he wanted to work in the 
tobacco fields of Connecticut. This allowed him the much-needed freedom from his 
father's patriarchal rule. In Connecticut he experienced a freedom to do as he pleased. 
He could enter public facilities through the front door and sit anywhere he desired. When 
he was returning to Atlanta to attend school the stench of segregation began to fill his 
nostrils. On the train he was led to the rear to eat in a car that was drawn by a curtain to 
relieve the White passengers from looking at him. He stated, "I felt," he said, "as though 
the curtain had dropped on my selfhood."5 
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Upon entering Morehouse, Martin deliberated over what would be his major. 
He was interested in political and social matters. He pondered deeply about becoming a 
lawyer, envisioning himself as an attorney. Unable to decide, he settled for Sociology as 
a major and English as a minor. He soon realized that he was only reading at an eighth 
grade level. But, he overcame this deficiency and excelled in his courses. His 
sociological courses, he discovered, dealt with empirical data instead of the human 
response. This was too impersonal for him, but he continued to take the courses anyway. 
Through the guidance of several professors, Martin established his oratorical style 
of speaking. His precise articulation and lucidity won him second place in the prestigious 
Webb Oratorical Contest. Professor George D. Kelsey, Director of Religion, initiated 
Martin's efforts to sort through his personal struggle, anger, dilemma, ambivalence, and 
rebellion against traditional religion. It was through this sorting that Martin's "shackles 
of fundamentalism were removed from my [his] body."6 But it was not until he met Dr. 
Benjamin E. Mays, the college's president, that Martin's thoughts were challenged and 
placed in perspective. 
Dr. Mays' sermonettes challenged the traditional "socially irrelevant patterns of 
escape."7 He provoked the young Morehouse minds to espouse stewardship, 
responsibility, and engagement. He viewed education as the opportunity to be 
intellectually free and also an instrument of social and personal renewal. 
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He was active in the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People, which spoke against racism and oppression. It was also the precursor of Martin's 
indictment against the White church as the "most conservative and hypocritical 
institution."8 Martin was enormously impressed. He saw in Mays what he wanted to 
become: 
A real minister, to be a 'rational man' whose sermons 
were both spiritually and intellectually stimulating, 
a moral man who was socially involved. Thanks 
largely to Mays, King realized that the ministry 
could be a respectable force for ideas, even for 
social protest.9 
At age seventeen King went to his father and informed him that he wanted to 
become a preacher. With no emotion on the surface, he wanted to be reassured. Martin 
had his first trial sermon, which was to be held in the smaller auditorium of Ebenezer. 
But the people kept coming in droves until it was moved to the main sanctuary. Martin's 
trial sermon was a success, but his father showed no emotion. In Let the Trumpet Sound 
Stephen B. Oates stated, "that night on his knee's "Daddy" King bowed before God and 
thanked Him for giving him such a boy."10 
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In 1947, Martin was ordained and made assistant pastor of Ebenezer. During 
the summer months Martin, against his father's wishes, worked manual labor in White 
companies. Just as any protective father might, Martin's father thought they would 
exploit and degrade his son. Martin wanted experiential knowledge of what everyday life 
was like for the underprivileged Negro class. 
Perhaps Martin felt guilty of his own middle-class status, or he wanted to feel a 
connection to those he saw suffering. He worked at the Railway Express Company until 
the foreman called him a "nigger." He took another job at Southern Spring and Mattress 
Company. He noticed that even though the Whites and Negroes were performing the 
same job, the Whites were being paid more. Now he understood what his professors at 
Morehouse meant when they said that "capitalism exploited blacks and encouraged 
racism."1' 
When King returned to school he served as a member of the Atlanta 
Intercollegiate Council. This was an interracial student group that worked to alleviate 
racial hostility. Through his work experience with Whites, King began to soften his 
disposition towards them. Partly he concluded that the social system was fostering 
racism, but through the Council he learned that cooperating toward the same goal 
debunked racism's myths, stereotypes, and fears. Martin began to realize that he wanted 
to be involved in the core of the race problem and not a mere spectator. 
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King began to immerse himself in strategies to obtain freedom for the Negro. 
He studied routes that were employed by persons such as Booker T. Washington, W.E.B. 
DuBois, Marcus Garvey, and Frederick Douglass. But to no avail, their methods were 
either too accommodating and usurped ownership of the Negroes humanity, or, their 
disillusionment with America motivated them to return to Africa. 
Martin pondered over these theories, but not until he had a class assignment on 
Thoreau's "Civil Disobedience" did he begin to find another strategy to combat racism. 
Thoreau's argument was, "that a creative minority-even a minority of one honest man- 
could set in motion a moral revolution."12 To air his theories he went o his mentor 
Benjamin E. Mays. Dr. Mays perceived a young man that was old beyond his years. He 
believed that Martin had a grasp of the issues of racism, and life that was atypical. 
In 1948, King graduated from Morehouse with a B.A. in Sociology. He was 
accepted at Crozer Theological Seminary in Pennsylvania. In spite of his father's 
objections he was determined to go to Crozer for several reasons: first, his father's 
domineering behavior, and secondly, his father wanting him to marry. King was not yet 
willing to be tied down, or to stay under his father's rule. He wanted to taste the freedom 
he experienced the summer working in Connecticut. Upon his arrival at Crozer King 
knew that he would be in the minority. Again, careful not to fulfill the stereotypes of the 
Negro, he was always serious, never late for class, and dressed to impress. At school 
social functions he did not eat watermelon, and academically King excelled in all his 
courses. 
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King studied furiously and immersed himself in the thinking of famous 
theologians and philosophers. King was determined to be like his mentor, Dr. Mays. He 
wanted to serve God and humanity from the pulpit. He went beyond his normal studies 
and began to take courses from other surrounding universities. His main thrust was to 
eradicate the societal ills of America through philosophical means. When King read the 
works of Walter Rauschenbusch, who is considered the father of the Social Gospel 
Movement in America, he became one of his avid disciples. 
The Social Gospel stance was that capitalism unbridled was an evil, and social 
justice should be defined in Christian terms. Rauschenbusch wrote, Christianity and the 
Social Crisis. It viewed capitalism as; "a mammonistic organization with which to 
Christianity can never be content."13 Christians according to Rauschenbusch would have 
to rebuild a new social order-a true Christian commonwealth. Moral law would replace 
man's law: 
Such a commonwealth had been the original 
mission of Christianity, Rauschenbusch 
contended, since Christ called for a kingdom 
on earth, a whole way of life dedicated to the 
moral reconstruction of society. Theologians 
and ecclesiastics, however, had misconstrued 
Christ's teachings and founded not a kingdom 
but a church which then amassed interests of 
its own.14 
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Capitalism concentrates on an “it-center” rather than a “thou-center.” 
Capitalism targets the wealthy individuals among those who have not attained monetarial 
standards. It judged many by material wares, and riches, rather than humankind. King 
concluded, “ we are tied into a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, 
affects all indirectly. We are made to live together because of the interrelated structure of 
reality.”15 
To confirm this position, King had several incidents at Crozer that would later 
become the cornerstone of the Civil Rights Movement. A North Carolinian White student 
was a victim of a room raid. A common university residence prank. He went to King’s 
room in a violent manner and blamed it on him screaming at the top of his lungs. This 
further fired his fuel because he didn’t like the idea of going to school with “darkies.”16 
King never once lost his composure. The White student, totally infuriated, went and got 
his gun and threatened King’s life. By this time other students had filled the hallways 
and began to try to calm the student down, and get the gun away from him. King, 
throughout this false accusation never screamed, or yelled any derogatory remarks. 
Finally, the student put the gun down and left the scene. 
The student body brought the assault to the Student Council. King did not, nor, 
did he press legal charges against him. This selfless act of love proved King’s character 
to other students by demonstrating that he was not only a man of scholarship, but of 
courage and grace. The students, not satisfied, went to the White student and clamored 
against him. He finally admitted to King publicly that he was wrong, and apologized to 
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him. Eventually he and King became friends. This incident demonstrated to King that 
sometimes a foe could eventually become a comrade. He pondered how could this be 
done as a redemptive love on a practical method and a nationwide scale? 
One Sunday, while in Philadelphia King went to a lecture given by Dr. Mordecai 
W. Johnson, then president of Howard University. Dr. Mordecai W. Johnson was 
lecturing on his visit to India to study the life and teachings of Mahatma Gandhi. King 
stated, “Johnson explained how Gandhi had forged Soul Force- the power of love or 
truth- into a mighty vehicle for social change ... [he] argued that the moral power of 
Gandhian nonviolence could improve race relations in America, too.”17 
King left this lecture exhilarated and renewed. He began to read everything he 
could find by and about Gandhi. He immersed himself into the practical methods of how 
and why Gandhi chose his method. Gandhi’s transformation into that type of man 
stemmed from his own hatred and violence against the governing system. That violent 
behavior nearly killed his wife. Gandhi understood then that something or someone had 
to be changed. At this point Gandhi began to seek a better way of life. 
King understood how Gandhi felt for he too wrestled with the same negative 
feelings toward White people. He began to utilize Gandhi’s method to channel those 
negative forces into a positive creative force. In Oates’ biography of King he stated: 
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Nonviolent resistance, Gandhi taught, meant 
non-cooperation with evil, an idea he got from 
Thoreau. In turn, he studied the ‘Bhagavad-Gita’ 
and several of the sacred Hindu ‘Upanishads’ 
which for King further illustrated the inter¬ 
connected structure of reality. Gandhi, for his 
part, took Thoreau’s theory and gave it a 
practical application in the form of strikes, 
boycotts, and protest marches, all conducted 
nonviolently and all predicated on love for 
the oppressor and a belief in divine justice. 
Gandhi’s goal was not to defeat the British 
in India, but to redeem them through love, 
so as to avoid a legacy of bitterness. His term 
for this Satyagraha-reconciled love and force 
in a single, powerful concept.18 
King, enthralled with the Satyagraha as the theoretical method and its practical 
application still wondered could this be applied to the deeply rooted hate relationship 
between Negroes and Whites in America? Regardless, King knew this was what he had 
been looking for to combat the social evils of America. Oates reports: 
King rejoiced that Christ had furnished him with the 
spirit; now, Gandhi had showed him how it could 
work. Even in conflicts between groups and nations, 
you could love your enemies, turn your other cheek. 
Even if you were viciously beaten [as were Gandhi 
and his followers], your suffering could redeem your 
adversaries and purge you, too, of hatred. ‘The chain 
of hatred must be cut off,’ King reflected. ‘When it 
is broken, brotherhood can begin.19 
52 
King sought a definition for love in Greek that meant the kind of love in 
Satyagraha. He found three types of love; eros, philia, and agape. King described eros 
as a romantic love between husband and wife. Philia, is an intimacy between friends, or 
man and woman. Agape seeks to understand, and redeem good will for all men. It 
acknowledges that humankind is made in the image of God. Agape seeks to forgive and 
goes to any means to restore the “beloved community.” King’s utilization of Jesus the 
Christ’s teachings illustrated how far Jesus sought to unify the Jew, Gentile, and Roman. 
He laid down his life for humanity. King believed, “the broken community could be 
“ cemented” together again, and the Kingdom of God on earth-the mission of true 
Christianity-attained at last. Gandhi had shown King how that, too, could be done.”20 
King’s senior year at Crozer was full of new expectations and harsher realities to 
cope with. The glow of the Social Gospel that he emphatically had embraced began to 
wane. Reinhold Niebuhr’s school of thought began to illuminate and overshadow the 
supposed heresy of the Social Gospel movement. But King was changing as well. 
He never allowed one school of thought to take precedence as the method or approach to 
eradicate society’s ills. He admired Niebuhr, Gandhi, and other’s but he utilized some of 
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their ideas to formulate his own methods for social change. Upon his graduation from 
Crozer, Niebuhr’s theories were forthright in King’s mind. As he pursued his doctorate 
at Boston University he was exposed to thinkers such as Edgar Brightman, Paul Tillich, 
and Henry N. Wieman. King pursued a doctorate in Systematic Theology. He wanted to 
teach on a university level, but not solely give up the pulpit. He desired to preach when 
invited, but wanted to settle into an academic career. 
In Atlanta, his parents were worried about his social life. He was past the 
acceptable age of marrying. Worried that he would never marry, or marry late, which 
was socially unacceptable, they began to press him to become serious about marriage. 
King was not lax in courtship, but he was looking for a particular type of woman. King 
realized that his wife must possess certain qualities that coincided with his Southern 
ideas, his family, and his vision. After he had gone though an ordeal with his family 
about deciding upon a woman to marry, King returned to his studies. Coretta Scott 
became his wife and returned to the North with him. 
King began to read St. Augustine’s theology on sin and evil that he would later 
utilize to formulate his thoughts on “just and unjust” laws. Wanting to finish his degree, 
King realized that it would benefit him and his new bride to return to the South and earn 
monies to complete it. Living with his parents, King sought employment with the 
Tuskeegee Lynching Letter, a newsletter that was originally known to report the lynching 
done to Negroes at the turn of the century. But since that was becoming less common it 
began to print vacancies of pastorates in the South. 
54 
King applied to several pastorates, and was invited to speak in Chattanooga, 
Tennessee and another in Montgomery, Alabama, at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church. He 
accepted both invitations, the latter against his father’s vehement objection. Later in the 
week King received a telephone call from Vernon Johns who had heard King was 
preaching in Montgomery. He asked for a ride down because he too was preaching at Dr. 
Ralph D. Abernathy’s church. On their ride down King and Johns talked about the 
members of the church called Dexter. Johns was a former pastor of Dexter. He divulged 
information to King as to who was who at Dexter, and why the church was known for its 
“uppity” ways. The majority of members were educated and considered to be “middle- 
class.” 
When King arrived at Abernathy’s home he was invited in for dinner. Reluctantly 
King accepted. Abernathy and Johns told King about how the church voted Johns out of 
the pastorate because of his mannerisms. King listened intently, enjoyed the good food, 
and hospitality, and then left for the deacon’s home where he was staying. King 
preached that Sunday at Dexter, but he did not feel particularly thrilled about his 
performance. He went back to Atlanta hoping that Chattanooga would call him. They 
did not, but Dexter did. King accepted the pastorate at Dexter. 
His father persistently told him that they would run him out of there. Actually, 
“Daddy” King was disappointed that his son did not become assistant pastor at Ebenezer. 
King was determined to be his own man despite his father’s dominant behavior. King 
was also determined to be the head of the church, and not be controlled by the board. 
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King revised and defined the pastor’s role of the church with the assistance of 
his father and seasoned colleagues. He was duly warned that to enter a new pastorate and 
change their agenda without becoming familiar with the people was an unhealthy move. 
King undaunted by their advice formulated his own policy that was given to the 
congregation his very first Sunday there. His revisions of the stoic church policies kept 
the laity so involved that they did not have time to disagree with the sudden changes. 
King remembered Dr. Johns mentioning certain people that night at Dr. 
Abernathy’s. He placed those people in key positions, such as, the finance committee. 
King, the self appointed head of the financial committee, increased the church’s budget to 
half of King’s salary in a year on any given Sunday. The church was flourishing, ahead 
of its goals, and many members were immersed into the work of the church. 
King’s popularity was increasing as well as his speaking engagements. His 
mother came to assist with his expectant wife while he traveled to speak and to complete 
his doctoral thesis. King was asked to head local organizations such as the NAACP, but 
declined due to his mother and wife’s objection in the interest of their newly arrived 
Yolanda or “Yoki.” 
King completed his doctoral thesis and graduated from Boston University. Upon 
returning to Montgomery, Alabama, he took a side trip to Chattanooga to visit an old 
college friend, Walter McCall. While he was visiting, a tired Negro lady in Montgomery, 
Alabama was boarding a bus to go home from work. Sitting in the specified Negro 
section, she and two other ladies were abruptly told to give up their seats. 
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The other ladies complied, while she did not. Despite the obscenities flung in her 
face, she quietly refused to move. Finally, through frustration and her non-response to 
move she was handcuffed and removed from the bus. 
When King returned to Montgomery, Alabama, E.D. Nixon, a Negro porterman, 
and civic businessman in the community approached him. He was known for his 
influential White and Negro contacts in the community. He quickly informed King of the 
Rosa Parks incident to get his support to boycott the Jim Crow practices. King, not being 
bulldozed into making a rash move, agreed to the use of his church for a meeting, but 
wanted to think about his endorsement of the boycott. 
Ministers in the community met, deliberated and agreed to Nixon’s proposal to 
boycott the public transportation system. There has been some discrepancy as to who 
initiated the Montgomery Bus Boycott, but for this paper it is not relevant. The relevancy 
for this paper is to ascertain what purpose, meaning, and struggle it would hold for King 
as well as his relationship to God. 
As planned, the buses were empty come Monday morning and remained that way 
all day. The policemen were baffled at this occurrence and began to summarize that 
violent Negroes had intimidated the local Negro community who ordinarily rode the bus. 
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When Rosa Parks was convicted the next morning, her lawyer filed an appeal. E.D. 
Nixon was there to post her bond and see her released. What he saw in the corridors 
nearly horrified him as much as the empty buses earlier. The Negro community had 
filled the corridors to its maximum proclaiming that if he or Rosa did not come out in a 
timely fashion they would storm the courthouse. The Zeitgeist had now come to 
Montgomery. 
That afternoon Negro leaders and ministers met to plan for the mass meeting 
scheduled that evening. They wrote a proposal for the terms of the boycott after debating 
the issues. King had not entered the meeting as of yet. The ministers decided to keep 
their identities unknown to the public due to possible repercussions from the larger 
community. E.D. Nixon, who wanted to head the organization, found an opening through 
the timidity of the other ministers to secure himself the position by threatening to expose 
the ministers at the evening meeting. King entered the meeting right when Nixon was 
finishing his incriminations against the ministers. Without blinking an eye King quietly 
informed Nixon that he was not a coward and did not appreciate or approve of being 
called that. He stated that all leaders should openly act under their own names. 
Rufus Lewis, an older established minister in the community, seized the 
opportunity to overthrow Nixon’s manipulation to be nominated as leader of the 
organization. He quickly nominated King. Rev. Conley, a friend of Lewis’ expediently 
seconded the motion. There was some hesitation as to the nomination, but King was new 
in the pastorate, owed no debts to anyone, was popular in the community, and was 
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favored by Lewis to overthrow Nixon’s personal agenda. Taylor Branch, a historian, 
has stated that Lewis and Conley planned for King to become president. They liked 
King’s oratorical eloquence, and he had something most of the leaders did not have, 
youth. 
King sped home to tell Coretta of his newly elected position. She surprisingly did 
not object to what Branch called King’s “fait accompli,” an accomplished and 
presumably irreversible deed or fact. He was relieved that she did not argue about his 
decision. He quickly began to make ready a speech that would have normally taken him 
fifteen hours to prepare. 
Elliott Finley, a Morehouse friend, drove him to the church. A traffic jam ensued 
for miles on Holt Street. Seeing the multitude of people from the outside surrounding all 
sides of the church to the overflow within the church he looked at Finley and stated, 
“This could turn into something big.”21 When he finally entered the church the Holt 
Street pastor immediately called him to the pulpit. 
King, unprepared, approached the bookboard with just a few notes, and no 
conceivable idea of what to say started out slow and steady. Looking into the sea of faces 
King searched for the words that would inspire them, explain their purpose, and unify 
them as a people to go forth to regain their rights and humanity. With his learned 
oratorical skills, preacher style, and divine inspiration, King’s verbal footsteps were truly 
ordered by the Lord. 
59 
Historically, in the black church the usage “call and response” has informed 
the preacher of how he is coming across to the people. If his words do not evoke an overt 
emotional response from the congregation, then what he is saying is not being received. 
King stumbled through at first, but he then began to hone in on the Rosa Parks incident. 
This began to ignite a fire in the people. He began to walk them slowly through the 
incident, while describing Mrs. Parks character. 
He meticulously described the struggle Mrs. Parks had with her tired feet and her 
weariness at being oppressed. All of a sudden a thunderous burst came out of nowhere. 
People were cheering him so loudly that they were unable to hear the rest of his speech. 
King was taken aback by the roar of the crowd. Utilizing his oratorical skills he calmed 
them down to hear how the protest must be unified and done in a Christian manner. 
The crowds roared even louder and again King utilizing his oratorical skills calmed them 
down long enough to express his last point. 
It was such an anticlimactic ending that the crowd wondered why he did not take 
them to an oratorical pinnacle. Undaunted by the sudden drop, the crowd would not be 
denied their climatic ending. They cheered until the rafters shook. King left through the 
crowd while Rev. Abernathy came to the bookboard to read the minister’s proposal. 
Initially, King had to wrestle with institutional religion as a necessity for him to 
seek a balanced theology. King maintained that theology must deal with humankind’s 
mind, body, and soul. King concluded that people’s mentality must be renewed and 
restored so that people can cohabitate as a community according to God’s original design. 
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King by seeking this theology was, unbeknownst to him, walking in his predestined 
destiny. As a result of this wrestle, King found meaning and purpose in his life. Through 
each situation and circumstance King developed a closer relationship with God. This 
relationship for King became a dependence on God and a transformation impelling him 
to do His will. 
Ephesians 1:11 states, “ In him we were also chosen, having been predestined 
according to the plan of him who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of 
his will.”22 King’s boundary was predetermined by God in eternity for such a time to 
address the evil of segregation, and to transform humanity’s time-bound understanding to 
God’s eternal -bound command on love, justice, and unity. Being led by divine 
imperative and a strong desire to help solve the race problem, he was prepared to make 
the ultimate sacrifice for freedom and justice. 
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CHAPTER 4 
EVIL 
King’s formidable education and spirituality sustained him in speaking out against 
the evil of segregation and challenging society’s earth-bound system. King concluded in 
his letter that Birmingham was probably the most thoroughly segregated city in the 
United States. He stated: 
Its unjust treatment of Negroes in the courts 
is a notorious reality. There have been more 
unsolved bombings of Negro homes and 
churches in Birmingham than any city in 
this nation and they are hard, brutal and 
unbelievable facts. On the basis of these 
conditions Negro leaders sought to 
negotiate with the city fathers. But the 
political leaders consistently refused to 
engage in good faith negotiations.1 
There are several statements in King’s letter that explained why segregation is 
evil. First, it is an unjust set of laws; secondly, it gives the segregator a false sense of 
superiority and the segregated a false sense of inferiority; and thirdly, it substitutes an “I- 
it” relationship for an “I-thou” relationship. These three characterizations King alluded 
to in various speeches throughout his life. In the letter, King stated unequivocally that 
these tools of segregation were the epitome of evil. 
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He utilized Saint Thomas Aquinas’ statement that, ‘‘an unjust law is a human law 
that is not rooted in eternal and natural law. Any law that uplifts human personality is 
just. Any law that degrades human personality is unjust.”2 King found it justifiable to 
break the Jim Crow laws because they were not just laws compatible with the moral law 
of God. 
God’s law seeks unity among the nations, not separation. To further illustrate his 
point King utilized Paul Tillich, philosopher and theologian, who wrote an essay on 
“Estrangement and Sin. ” This essay articulated exactly the sin of estrangement and its 
relationship to man’s misrepresentation of God’s formation of his “beloved community.” 
Tillich argued: 
It is implied in the symbols of the expulsion from 
paradise, in the hostility between man and nature, 
in the deadly hostility of brother against brother, 
in the estrangement of nation from nation through 
the confusion of language, and in the continuous 
complaints of the prophets against their kings and 
people who turn to alien gods. Estrangement is 
implied in Paul’s statement that man perverted the 
image of God into that of idols in his classical 
description of ‘man against himself,’ in his 
vision of man's hostility against man as combined 
with his distorted desires.3 
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God made man to dwell with Him. and to be in direct relationship with Him. They were 
to be unified on thought and purpose. Man cannot be separated from his true being for it 
is that which he is made from. It states in Psalms 133:1, “How wonderful it is. how 
pleasant, when brothers [humankind] live in harmony [unity].”4 God made humankind 
uniquely different. He understood that humankind will not always agree on certain 
issues, but his intention was for humankind to agree on the purpose and will of God. 
Humankind’s purpose is to work together for God’s will. Just as Jesus sought to unify 
the Jew. and Roman Empire His only means was by intimate fellowship with His Father. 
Jesus did not speak on His own accord He only spoke of what His Father said. To speak 
or work in opposition of His will is a sin. 
Tillich redefined the word sin into its true biblical meaning remonstrating 
institutional religion’s definition. He stated: 
Paul often spoke of 'sin’ in the singular and without 
an article. He saw it as a quasi-personal power which 
ruled this world. But in the Christian churches, both 
Catholic and Protestant, sin has been used predominately 
in the plural, and ‘sins’ are deviations from moral laws. 
This has little do with ‘sin’ as the state of estrangement 
from that to which one belongs-God. one's self, one’s 
world. Therefore, the characteristics of sin are here 
considered under the heading of 'estrangement.’ And 
the word ‘estrangement’ itself implies a reinterpretation 
of sin from a religious point of view.5 
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Tillich redefines the word “sin” from a religious point of view. Sin applies to 
original man's tragic separation from God in the Garden of Eden. As a result of man’s 
sin, or disobedience to God’s command it caused separation from His purpose. God's 
purpose was for man to dwell in security, prosperity, and to be in fellowship [unity] with 
God and man. Sin caused original man to feel guilty for his actions that in turn broke 
fellowship with God and man. Therefore it is imperative that humankind understand that 
separation is sin and it goes against the moral law of God. Sin distorts the natural and 
moral order of God. 
Tillich concluded: 
Sin expresses most sharply the personal character 
of estrangement over against its tragic side. It 
expresses personal freedom and guilt in contrast 
to tragic guilt and the universal destiny of 
estrangement ... Man’s predicament is 
estrangement, but his estrangement is sin. It is 
not a state of things, like the laws of nature, but 
a matter of both personal freedom and universal 
destiny. For this reason the term ‘sin’ must be 
used after it has been reinterpreted religiously. 
An important tool for this reinterpretation is the 
term ‘estrangement.’ 6 
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Again. King found it justifiable to break the Jim Crow laws because they were not 
compatible with the moral law of God. Estrangement is sin and there is no separation in 
the moral law of God. Through the usage of the non-violent direct approach King wanted 
man to reconnect with his "true being."7 but more importantly to God. 
Once man began to reconnect with his "true being" he then could recognize the sin of 
separation and begin to take responsibility to repair the breach between amongst men. 
King gave several more examples of unjust laws to further illustrate and explain 
why he was justified in breaking the law. To paraphrase Dr. King, he stated that any law 
that a majority inflicts upon a minority and which they themselves do not have to follow 
is an unjust law. Also, if a minority had no part in creating or enacting the law because 
they did not have the right to vote, this is an unjust law. Specifically, King knew Negroes 
were being violently withheld from going to the voting booths. 
Evil methods were utilized to prevent the Negro from actively participating in the 
American political system. King’s astute understanding of the constitutional laws of the 
land provided him with a platform to display the hypocrisy of the American judicial 
system. Any law that upheld segregation and denied citizens their First Amendment 
privilege of peaceful assembly and protest was unjust. He understood what the founding 
fathers of this country meant in the Declaration of Independence by “endowed by their 
Creator with certain inalienable rights.” These rights are considered to be of a higher 
law. These laws supersede man's laws. That Declaration recognizes God's law as the 
ultimate ruling authority over the earth. 
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King recognized the spiritual implication of unjust laws that enforced segregation. 
These laws perpetuated the sin of segregation first of man from God. man from himself, 
and man from man. He stated in his letter, “Isn’t segregation an existential expression of 
man’s tragic separation, an expression of his awful estrangement, his terrible 
sinfulness? 9 This statement has direct influence on King's usage of Personalism in the 
image of God that will be explained in more detail in the Community chapter. But to give 
a brief synopsis of what King described as “man's tragic separation” is the original sin of 
man’s separation from God, because of pride. 
Humankind's initial estrangement from God was on the assumption that he would 
become like God. That has been the stmggle between man and God since the beginning 
of time. The ultimate struggle for man is to acknowledge and accept that God is in 
control of the heavenly and earthly realm. He also sets the standard, judicially, socially, 
economically and politically for the heavenly and earthly realm. But since man's 
separation from God, his pride and egocentric behavior has positioned him as having the 
ultimate reality and God as the attendant to his whims. 
King saw the institutional church as directly violating its eternal mandate by 
endorsing the earthly structure of segregation, which is a sin. King prophetically spoke 
of God as the head of the cosmos, nation, state, and church. In Him love, power, and 
justice are unified under His love. In Psalms 24:1 it states, “The earth is the Lord’s, 
everything in it, the world, and all who live in it.”10 The institutional church was actually 
promoting this evil and thereby leading the flock to succumb to segregation. 
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Secondly, “All segregation statutes are unjust because segregation distorts the 
soul and damages the personality. It gives the segregator a false sense of superiority, and 
the segregated a false sense of inferiority.,,n King understood how segregation could 
distort the soul and personality. This is demonstrated by the childhood incident with a 
White playmate when he was told that he could not play with anymore because he was 
colored. Nevertheless, his parents’ consistent affirmations to King built his self-esteem, 
and confidence in his abilities to learn and love himself. But King as an adult faced 
almost the same scenario with his first child “Yoki” or Yolanda. She asked her father 
why they could not go to the newly built amusement park. He stated: 
When you suddenly find your tongue twisted and 
your speech stammering and you seek to explain 
to your six-year old daughter why she can’t go 
to the public amusement park that has just been 
advertised on television, and see tears welling 
up in her little eyes when she is told that Funtown 
is closed to colored children, and see the depressing 
clouds of inferiority begin to form in her little mental 
sky, and see her begin to distort her little personality 
by unconsciously developing a bitterness toward 
White people.12 
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King understood why it was so important to constantly remind your children that 
they are persons. It was equally important to teach them their history that encompassed 
greatness from the beginning of man. He understood that by living in a system that 
constantly negates your humanity and rights, and raising children in this system, the child 
would forever live as a victim and not as a victor. To conclude the discussion on evil and 
how it distorts the soul and personality I will utilize Dr. Howard Thurman’s, Jesus and 
the Disinherited chapter on "Hate. ” 
Thurman provided a balanced view on how hate played an integral part in 
segregation. He illustrated how it not only distorted the personality, but also how the 
preconceived formation of a community should be. Dr. Thurman’s exegesis on hate 
objectively explains factors in the psyche of segregation. They are as follows: 
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1. In the first place, hatred often begins a situation 
in which there is contact without fellowship, 
contact that is devoid of any of the primary 
overtures of warmth and fellow-feeling and 
genuiness. 
2. In the second place, contacts without fellowship 
tend to express themselves in the kind of 
understanding that is strikingly unsympathetic. 
3. In the third place, an unsympathetic understanding 
tends to express itself in the active functioning of 
ill will. 
4. In the fourth place, ill will, when dramatized in a 
human being, becomes hatred walking on the 
earth. The outline is now complete and simple- 
contacts without fellowship developing hatred 
and expressing themselves in unsympathetic 
understanding tending to express itself in the 
exercise of ill will; and ill will, dramatized 
in man or woman, becoming hatred walking 
on the earth.13 
This model is customarily applied to the attitude of the strong towards the weak. 
But he refuted the idea that many White people hate Negroes, and Negroes are merely the 
victims. He gives the example of two teenage Negro girls on a train ride looking out of 
the window and seeing two little White girls skating towards the train. 
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One said, “Wouldn't it be funny if they fell and spattered their brains all over the 
pavement.”14 He stated that hearing these girls caused him to shiver. Thurman stated, 
“Through what torture chambers had they come-torture chambers that had so attacked the 
grounds of humanness in them that there was nothing capable of calling forth any 
appreciation or understanding of white persons?13 
Thurman further explained the origin of hatred in the disinherited and what it does 
to man's spirit: 
Hatred in the mind of and spirit of the disinherited, 
is bom out of great bitterness- a bitterness that is 
made possible by sustained resentment which is 
bottled up until it distills an essence of vitality, 
giving to the individual in whom this is happening 
a radical and fundamental basis for self-realization.16 
He utilized the example of five children in a family in which one is consistently 
being neglected. Whether by receiving the smallest portion, or going without the basic 
necessities of life, the abused child notices that his siblings are not experiencing want as 
he is. He then tells a closer sibling how he is being mistreated, but instead of sympathy, 
the sibling scolds him for being ungrateful. The sibling further tells him how he should 
appreciate what their parent’s are doing for them. 
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Not satisfied with his sibling’s answer he confronts the father to tell him how he 
feels. After hearing the child the father severely scolds him for his ungratefulness and 
asks how he dare even speak out against his parents. The little boy never again bares his 
feelings. But at night when everyone is asleep he remembers and counts the 
discriminatory acts against him. Each one he caresses and holds as if they are precious 
babies. Thurman stated: 
Hatred becomes for you a source of validation for your 
personality. As you consider the family and their 
attitude toward you, your hatred gives you a sense 
of significance which you fling defiantly into the 
teeth of their estimate of you.1 
When the disinherited hate, several factors are in operation. They are as follows 
1. As long as they look out upon their world, they 
recognize at once that they are the victims of a 
systematic denial of the rights and privileges 
that are theirs, by virtue both of their being 
human and of their citizenship. 
2. The power-controlling environment places a 
self-estimate upon the weak. If accepted by 
the weak their self-esteem is destroyed and 
they have now validated the judgements by 
the strong upon them. 
3. Since they are despised by the strong, or power¬ 
controlling environment, they now despise 
themselves. If the weak reject the judgements 
made upon them hatred may serve as a device 
for rebuilding their self-esteem and to define 
their individual significance. This intensity 
from within declares their right to exist regardless 
of the indictments made by the strong, or power- 
i o 
controlling. 
If this foundational building occurs, according to King, “the South would be 
flowing with floods of blood.”19 In essence if the White community did not view the 
channels of nonviolent direct action as a Christ-centered method then the Negro would 
turn to black nationalist ideologies which are created from a bitterness and spirit of 
hatred. If hatred is allowed to develop then it will kill the spirit and decompose ethical 
and moral values. Thurman stated: 
75 
Above and beyond all else it must be borne in 
mind that hatred tends to dry up the springs of 
creative thought in the life of the hater, so that 
his resourcefulness becomes completely focused 
on the negative aspects of his environment ... 
Jesus rejected hatred. It was not because he 
lacked the vitality or the strength. It was because 
he saw that hatred meant death to the mind, death 
to the spirit, death to communion with his father. 
He affirmed life; and hatred was the great denial.20 
Thirdly, this evil is an extension of the second but it needs to be analyzed 
separately. It gives the segregated a false sense of inferiority and the segregator a false 
sense of superiority. King utilized Martin Buber’s “I-it" and “I-thou” concept. 
“I-if ’ is used as the subject, indirect object, or the 
preposition for a non-human entity an animate being as a 
person or animal whose sex is unknown, unspecified, or 
irrelevant, a group of objects or individuals. “I-thou" is one 
being spoken to; a polite you .. .21 
This depersonalization of the segregated merely reverts back to what slaveholders 
thought enslaved Africans were, chattel, and mere things to be utilized for their purposes. 
An enslaved African was not to be respected or looked upon as a human, but a thing, a 
cog in a vast economic machine. But without the Negroes involuntarily participation, the 
United States of America would have never become an economic giant. 
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Lastly, King in his doctoral thesis, “A Comparison of the Conceptions of God in 
the Thinking of Paid Tillich and Henry Nelson Wieman, ” spoke about the correlation and 
relevance of the individual and his participation in society. He stated: 
To be is to be an individual. But man's individualization is 
not absolute or complete. It gains meaning only in its polar 
relation with participation ... When individualization 
reaches the perfect form we call a ‘person,’ participation 
reaches the perfect form we call ‘communion.’ Persons 
become persons only by participating in society. It is only 
in the communion of personal encounter that persons can 
grow.22 
King pointed out several natural and spiritual distinguishing characteristics of the 
evil of segregation and why it is justifiable and understandable to defy the Jim Crow 
system. The one factor that separated his open defiance and a segregator’s violent 
defiance is redeeming love. King wanted the direct nonviolent method to ultimately 
create the “beloved community.” He believed to suffer for righteousness sake was to also 
accept responsibility for that action done openly and lovingly. 
As King stated, it is to “arouse the conscience of the community over its 
injustice.”23 These acts are to remind the institutional church that it cannot support a 
system that opposes the philosophy of Christianity. It reminds people that everyone has a 
responsibility to work toward eradicating segregation. It reminds the church (body of 
Christ) that it should not matter what people think of their feelings on the race problem. 
But what does God think? As a result of this quandary, men. Negro and White live in a 
shadow fear. 
It is up to the church to dispel these fears and threats of violence to both 
communities. The church can openly expose these threats and fears that in turn will 
bridge the gap of inaccurate information. It will place the Negro back in the position of 
person or human, to lovingly begin a fellowship between the Negro and White 
Americans. It will also require that the Negro be redefined on his terms. 
King intended to change the order of society to be what God had originally 
created it to be. Through love the “beloved community” could be manifested in earth's 
time, but it would take a body of Christian believers to go against the prevailing wishes 
of the status quo. They would have to step out of their comfort zone and be willing to 
risk their very lives in order for the “beloved community” to become a reality. 
The church could also balance the thinking of those that feel the Negro wants to 
take over the nation. They can state the truth that the Negro wants to live as a first-class 
citizen with all the responsibilities that it entails. The Negro wants to be an equal 
member of the human family. Any irrational fear, stereotype, doubt, misconception can 
be dispelled through the church. Through the church's motivation it can keep 
humankind's vision centered on God and on building the “beloved community.” 
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Finally, King embraced Paul Tillich's argument that love would ultimately 
triumph over death and evil: 
Love overcomes separation and creates participation in 
which there is more than that which the individuals 
involved can bring to it. Love is the infinite, which is given 
to the finite. Therefore we love in others, for we do not 
merely love others, but we love the Love that is in them 
and which is more than their or our love ... It is love, 
human and divine, which overcomes death in nations and 
generations and in all the horror of our time.24 
This type of love manifested through the non-violent direct action approach and 
reinforced by the institutional church would have revealed the true love-ethic of Jesus the 
Christ. According to King this love would not only triumph over the evils of the justice 
system, but it would lay bare the human heart, the true essence in which humanity is 
made from. In turn this bareness of the heart would reconnect man to the eternal Maker, 
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CHAPTER 5 
TRANSFORMATION 
Martin L. King went outside of institutional religion to go beyond traditional 
instruction or precept. His transformation was imparted through knowledge and a 
growing process in relationship with God through Jesus the Christ. King was willing to 
take what he had learned, reluctantly, and at times awkwardly and put it into action. 
There were several transformations that the Negro endured in the struggle to gain 
civil rights. First, the concept of time; secondly, the Zeitgeist, a spirit that captivates a 
people to respond to an unjust system; thirdly, his actions misperceived as extreme; and 
lastly, the clergy’s myopic observation of the Birmingham police restraint and civil 
conduct toward the volunteers. 
The Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights had unsuccessfully met and 
requested the business proprietors of Birmingham to stop their Jim Crow practices. Each 
time they met with the proprietors they had agreed to their demands, but Bull Connor, the 
treacherous commissioner threatened to seize their retail licenses. The concept of time 
played an important factor in the Negro and White community. Since broken promises 
had become a way of life in Birmingham, the Negro's patience wore thin. When the 
Southern Christian Leadership Conference was asked to intervene by the Alabama 
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Christian Movement it was not without just cause. They had tried locally to settle their 
grievances through the proper channels but to no avail. More extreme measures were 
needed to apply to what King called the most segregated city in America. 
The perception that it was time to regain their human and civil rights had been 
growing since their violent involuntary wrenching from Africa. Negroes endured the 
emotional distress of being snatched from their indigenous land, and they survived the 
unparalleled cruelty of slavery. Their hopes had been revived by the government’s 
judicial intervention to set them free. Reconstruction gave them a chance to build and 
reclaim a life defined by their own standards. Then Jim Crow and its allies began to 
wreak violent, murderous attacks upon the Negro community. Whether by subtle or 
overt means, the Negro, supposedly free, lived in constant fear and without any 
protection from the same government that stated “all men are created equal.”1 The 
Negroes time had come to “carpe diem,” seize the day. 
Birmingham was called an “experiment in love.” In comparison to other 
Southern cities Birmingham was nationally know for its racial violence. What better time 
or place to initiate a change in people, society, and in a nation. King’s presence through 
nonviolent direct action created what he called a “creative tension.”3 This type of tension 
brings the existing tension to the surface through nonviolent means. This tension King 
welcomed because it challenged people to grow. It forced them to deal with their racial 
fears and prejudices and either grow or succumb to their fears and live in bondage. King 
wanted this tension to open the door to dialogue and negotiation. 
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King knew that freedom is never voluntarily given by the oppressor; it must be 
demanded by the oppressed. Historically it has been proven that it is never “well-timed’'4 
to claim freedom; especially in the opinion of those who are in control. King in his letter 
analyzed the concept of “well-timed” to mean, “wait,”' and assuredly to mean, “never.”6 
He expressed how historically the Negro has been told to “wait” as if anyone else can 
determine the time of another’s independence. King stated the tranquilizing effect that 
“wait” has on people. 
King stated, “It has been a tranquilizing thalidomide, relieving the emotional 
stress for a moment, only to give birth to an ill-formed infant of frustration.” He further 
illustrated his point by recalling the nature of African enslavement to the present. King 
compared other countries to America and how they are quickly advancing toward their 
freedom while the Negroes freedom develops at a snail’s pace. To drive his point home 
King expressed the violence that consistently oppressed Negroes. Families have lost 
children, husbands, and sisters to the brutality of policemen filled with searing hate. 
Also, living in an affluent society where some experience the freedom, wealth, and a high 
standard of living, only looking at the majority of people who are poverty stricken, how 
can you tell someone to wait? 
84 
King goes to the significant part of why the Negro cannot wait any longer. For 
generations children’s personalities have been twisted and perverted by society’s 
alienation and exclusion of the Negro from mainstream America. The ramification of a 
child not being able to participate in mainstream society’s pleasures jades that child’s 
perception of self, and the world. Children encounter the dehumanizing treatment of 
adults being called “nigger,” “boy,” and “John.” This not only lowers the respect for 
adults, but themselves as well. King stated: 
There comes a time when the cup of endurance runs over, 
and men are no longer willing to be plunged into an abyss 
of injustice where they experience the blackness of 
corroding despair.8 
The time was now, the Zeigeist had come. 
The Negroes were immersed into it like other nationalities across the world 
fighting for their freedom. This sudden urgency is magnified in the mind and soul, and 
hateful language, governmental laws, or physical violence cannot quench it. It reminds 
people that they are human with “inalienable rights,” 9 and they cannot any longer be 
denied what is rightfully theirs. 
King knew this was the time and place for a change. He wanted the change to be 
directed in a redemptive manner, where Christ and his teachings were preeminent. 
Peaceful marches, sit-ins, freedom rides, and prayer pilgrimages were the creative outlets 
designed to transform humanity from within to effect the sociopolitical system without. 
These redemptive creative outlets were directed in a spirit of love, and not hate. 
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He wanted the segregators to see the error of their ways, and the segregated to forgive 
and embrace their human brother. Nevertheless King’s redemptive approach was 
perceived as “extreme.”10 
The clergy's lack of creative vision and knowledge of a Christ-centered struggle 
disappointed King. To illustrate his redemptive approach he utilized biblical examples 
that all clergy should have been able to identify with. He reinforced his presumed 
extremist activities with one of the greatest revolutionaries ever, Jesus the Christ. Jesus 
the Christ was an extremist in love. He stated, “Love your enemies bless them that curse 
you, pray for them that despitefully use you.”11 Lerone Bennett, noted historian, 
identified King with Jesus by echoing “What manner of man is this?” Jesus never 
responded to the Roman Empire, as its administrators wanted him to. He knew who and 
whose he was, because He and the Father were one. Being grounded in that knowledge 
enabled Him to hate sin and love the sinner. 
Amos, a prophet of the early church was an extremist for justice who stated, “Let 
justice roll down like waters and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.”13 King 
employed other examples, like Paul, who bore the marks of Jesus the Christ; Martin 
Luther, who stood on his theological stance against abuses of the Catholic Church; 
Abraham Lincoln, who travailed over manumitting the slaves; and Thomas Jefferson, 
who stated: 
We hold these truths to be self-evident that all men are 
created equal, and are endowed by their creator with certain 
inalienable rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and 
the pursuit of Happiness.14 
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King's position and theological stance was clear. He chose to be an extremist for justice, 
who applied channels of redemptive love rather than violent means. His redemptive 
channels embraced redemptive suffering and spontaneous and unmotivated love. 
King was disturbed by the clergy's praise of the Birmingham police and their 
conduct toward volunteers. He addressed the policemen’s conduct from a public and 
private view. His response specified several dehumanizing acts that contradicted the 
clergy’s praise of the local law enforcement. The policeman unleashed angry, violent 
dogs on unarmed nonviolent volunteers. Inside the jail they treated the Negroes 
inhumanely. They verbally and physically disrespected young and old Negro women 
alike. They stripped young and old Negro men of their manhood by physical and verbal 
force. They denied them food because they wanted to sing their grace together. This was 
a direct insult to God and His people. That is why King asked in his letter, “Who is their 
God?”15 
In comparison to their secluded handling of the volunteers in the public eye they 
appeared disciplined and nonviolent. But again as King stated, “will we be extremist for 
love or hate?”16 The police officers were extremist in action to preserve a system that 
advocated segregation. Vehemently they fought against the traditional, sociopolitical tide 
that was producing change. King fought by nonviolent means that he hoped would result 
in redemptive love. The Birmingham police fought with a violent hate that would only 
result in violent retaliation. They pretended to employ a nonviolent stance to preserve an 
unjust system. 
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On the other hand, the volunteers exhibited a peaceful decorum through the 
violent attacks. Their non-violent discipline was to be commended and not shunned. 
King recognized men, women, old. and young for their courageous stance amidst the 
vicissitudes of the struggle. They fought with a preserving faith deeply rooted in the 
nation’s democratic creed, which espoused, “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”17 
These were the transforming sacrificial, heroes and heroines of the movement. 
King’s conviction and philosophy of nonviolent resistance were manifestations of 
an inward transformation. His strong belief in the power, love and justice of the 
Almighty God recognized and accepted that God’s eternal laws govern heaven and earth. 
Humankind’s acceptance of God's laws is transformational in method and practice. King 
believed that to accept them would ultimately create the “beloved community.” For him 
it was not an argument, but rather a choice for man to wrestle with the acceptance of 
God’s law. Humankind had to wrestle with his self-centeredness, and self-sacrifice. 
After the wrestle humankind will accept God’s eternal laws for earth or remain, stagnate 
in his prideful behavior. To accept the latter, humankind will reside in restricted 
parameters that define his joy, happiness, abundance, and spiritual growth. In order to 
grow humankind must accept that God is in control of the universe; and secondly, allow 
his way of thinking to be transformed and submit to God's way of thinking and doing. 
This Christ-like resurrection should lead to an intimate relationship with God. Intimacy 
with God produces purpose, and meaning for man's life. Simultaneously, allowing the 
breach between God and humanity to be restored. Thus allowing the sin of separation to 
no longer retard the progression of building the “beloved community.” 
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King understood that transformation was not an overnight process. One has to 
continuously yield oneself to the Omniscient God. King was not only trying to mobilize 
people to sensibly react to an unjust system, but he was more interested in people 
understanding what is actually God's “beloved community.” He believed that with 
enough courageous and tenacious people, human laws could be changed. But King's 
concern was with the aftermath of integration. 
King was concerned about a regime of untransformed minds. Without 
transformation, humankind's minds would remain enslaved, and shackled to their old 
behavior. Indeed, this applied to both segregator and segregated. King viewed 
prophetically a community of people with transformed minds. He did not want the sin of 
his generation to fall on the next. 
King wanted the Negro and the White communities to bond again to their “true 
being,” which was to mirror the image of God and His agape love. His understanding 
of God's image and character implied that humankind’s reconnection to his “true being” 
would produce a community of genuine fellowship. Segregation was an exterior result of 
man’s estrangement from his “true being,” but the foundational roots that supported and 
defended it were fear and rejection. 
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It was not just humankind's rejection from his "true being,” but more importantly 
from God. his Creator. Humankind has rejected God’s sovereignty, rule, and ownership 
of earth and man. Humankind fears man more than God. As a result, a human being is 
fearful of being a nonconformist. This society has structured its system to eradicate 
cultural diversity and demands that everyone assimilate into the power-controlling group. 
That is why the powerless find it easier to conform, become passive, or violently rebel 
against the system. 
The oppressed allow the oppressor to control them with fear. The power¬ 
controlling group becomes affected by fear as well. Its members hide behind rules, 
violent aggressiveness, and domination to keep their unwarranted power. This is the 
deadliest kind of fear. This type of fear will lead people to any means to maintain their 
status, power, and control over society. 
Every human being has to recognize that he or she has limited abilities. There are 
times when one has exhausted one's emotional, intellectual, and physical capabilities. 
That will be the time when one will either back out or let go of their pride and allow the 
Omniscient God to fight the battle. King realized that in order to continue fighting for 
what was right he had to rely on a Higher Power. A power that could sustain him, change 
him. and fight the battle simultaneously. King’s acknowledged master was the Most 
High God over heaven and earth; Jesus the Christ was his personal Savior, and the Holy 
Spirit was his confidant. 
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King’s intellect and spiritual ability to discern the motives and mentality of 
humankind knew that unless the roots of the sin of segregation were not wrestled with 
and conquered, submission, and transformation to a Higher Lover would be impossible 
Inevitably the passing of laws to eradicate segregation would only be words on a legal 
parchment. The mind and heart of the human being would go untouched and become 
more embittered, fearful, and hateful through time. Generations would suffer and the 
“beloved community” would take longer to be attained. 
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Dr. Bennett aptly named his bibliographical sketch of Dr. King. What Manner of 
Man-A Biography of Dr. Martin L. King. Jr. This statement applies to Dr. King's 
character, and his desire to redeem through love humankind by nonviolent means. 
CHAPTER 6 
COMMUNITY 
King’s perception of the “Beloved Community was a “transformed and 
regenerated human society ... King conceived the ‘Beloved Community’ in terms of an 
integrated society wherein brotherhood would be in every aspect of social life.1 
King viewed segregation as a sin and integration as being more inclusive of 
humankind. Kenneth Smith and Ira Zepp, Jr. authors of Search for the Beloved 
Community: The Thinking of Martin L. Kins. Jr., stated: 
King did not believe that the transition from desegregation 
to integration would be inevitable or automatic. Whereas 
desegregation can be accomplished by laws, integration 
will require a change in attitude; the loving acceptance of 
individuals and groups.2 
Integration involved an intimate, personal contact in which individuals or groups must 
learn to relate to each other. Integration produced these kinds of relationships through 
love. 
In Thurman's depiction, the spiritual struggle Jesus had in unifying the Israelite 
community with the Roman Empire was the same as King’s struggle. He stated: 
A two-fold demand was made upon him at all times: to 
love those of the household of Israel who became his 
enemies because they regard him as a careless perverter of 
the truths of God; to love those beyond the household 
Israel-the Samaritan, and even the Roman/ 
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Jesus wrestled with several types of enemies. Thurman identified and described 
them in his book Jesus and the Disinherited. The first enemy that the disinherited find it 
easier to accept is the one who is a part of their socioeconomic group. This relationship 
can be described as a friend or even an associate with some intimate contact. Thurman 
stated, ‘‘they accept with good grace the insistence of Jesus that they deal with the rifts in 
their own world. Here, they are at the center; they count specifically, and they are 
crucial.”4 Members of each group, Negro and White are taught to be more lenient with 
their own group. It is a myopic interpretation applied within each group. Thurman 
concluded that, “Love those who have a natural claim upon you. To those who have no 
such claim, there is no responsibility.”5 This is the motto of each group. 
The second enemy is a more difficult enemy to accept and love. It is the group, or 
individual within the disinherited who betrays its people. In the Israelite community, it 
was the taxpayers. For King it was the so-called middle-class, educated Negroes. 
Thurman stated: 
They were the Israelites who understood the psychology of 
the people, and therefore were always able to function with 
the kind of spiritual ruthlessness that would have been 
impossible for those who did not know the people 
intimately. They were despised; they were outcasts, 
because from the inside they had unlocked the door to the 
enemy. The situation was all the more difficult to bear 
because the tax collectors tended to be prosperous in 
contrast with the rest of the people. To be required to love 
such a person was the final insult.6 
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King stated in his letter that he stood between two opposing forces in the Negro 
community. The first was a complacent group that has adjusted to segregation, and. 
secondly, the educated middle-class that stood to profit by segregation and have no 
personal stake in participating in the struggle. Not unlike or similar to Jesus, King had to 
find a way to speak to both groups and unify them for the common cause. 
Jesus committed the highest treason to the Israelite community. He spoke to their 
“true being” in which they were created out of, God’s unconditional love and purpose for 
humanity. 
Jesus demonstrated that the only way to redeem them for 
the common cause was, to penetrate their thick resistance to 
public opinion and esteem and lay bare the simple heart ... 
Awaken that awareness in him and he will attack his 
betrayal as only he can- from the inside.7 
Matthew, a Jew, a member of the Israelite community, being utilized for selfish 
purposes by the Roman Empire was a tax collector. His community hated him for 
collaborating with the Roman Empire; and labeled him a traitor. When he encountered 
the Love incarnate Himself he left his business, friends, social standing, everything. 
Jesus’ association with the “traitor" offended and astonished the Jewish community and 
Roman Empire alike. Jesus spoke to Matthew’s “true being.” He awakened in him 
purpose and a meaning for his life. Matthew could do nothing other than follow Jesus as 
His disciple. 
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King being Christ-like expressed his feelings toward the “do-nothingism" within 
his community as well. He stated. “There is a more excellent way of love and nonviolent 
protest is that way. I’m grateful to God that, through the Negro church, the dimension of 
o 
nonviolence entered our struggle.” King knew if the process of the nonviolent method 
was accepted and practiced then humanity could be transformed to create the “Beloved 
Community.” However, if not accepted by the White religious institution they would not 
be able to lead the larger White community into viewing segregation as a “sin” and 
embracing the Negro as a brother. Thus, the Negro groups would become amenable to 
“hate” doctrines of Black nationalist groups. This would in turn produce a blood bath of 
violence. 
The last enemy was Rome [United States] itself. Thurman stated, “Rome [United 
States] was a political enemy. To love the Roman meant first to lift him out of the 
general classification of enemy. The Roman had to emerge as a person. This could 
occur, but only if both Roman and Jew were taken out of their social context and placed 
in a situation where both had to depend upon each other. A common ground had to be 
produced. If allowed to abide in their comfort zone geographically or religiously or in 
any other way, then genuine fellowship would be unattained. Even if the desires of both 
were to seek genuine fellowship once in their environment, the social and religious mores 
of each community would dictate their behavior. 
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Through the struggle of the Negro, King needed America to see its own 
hypocrisy. Becker quotes James Baldwin’s definition of integration, and why the Negro 
must continue to struggle for equality. 
The spiritual struggle required of blacks, however, has a 
special, unavoidable, intolerable ambivalence and pain, 
acknowledged by Baldwin when he writes, ‘We cannot be 
free until they are free.’ That is blacks must now try to get 
whites to see the meaning behind the ideals that white 
claim as their own, that they have been enthusiastically 
preaching for generations; Blacks must work to help whites 
become free from the racism that continues to stand 
between preaching these ideals and living by them. [I] f the 
word integration means anything, this is what it means; that 
we, with love, shall force our brothers to see themselves as 
they are. to cease fleeing from reality and begin to change it 
... [W] e can make America what America must become.9 
King’s passion for the church (body of Christ) was that one should accept the 
transformational process of nonviolent direct action. Becker employ’s Baldwin’s reasons 
why the Negro must accept an unfair wrestle to win America over with love to create a 
community. He stated: 
First, understood at its depths, this wrestling is a task that 
life requires one to undertake. When we flee, however, the 
task follows behind, always waiting to be undertaken, 
because it somehow belongs to us. 
Second, one undertakes this task because life requires it, 
not because it is a means to some other end. not because 
there is any guarantee that things will turn out well for you, 
your ideals, or your cause. 
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Third, and finally, these laws of the wrestling task are so 
problematic, so terrible, that they are likely themselves 
to become matters of spiritual struggle once they are 
perceived as laws that govern our personal lives. This 
struggle, however, like all functions of the spiritual 
life, is a slow, gradual, and cumulative process.10 
If the church does not accept the transformational process of nonviolent direct 
action, then according to King other doctrines whose goal is not redemptive love was not 
the doctrine that should be adhered to. The church (body of Christ) has to understand 
why they are called the “called out,” the “ecclesia.” The church’s’ mandate requires a 
sacrificial task, an unconditional love, a willingness that forsakes personal agenda to 
perpetually challenge the inequities of the status quo to foresee and implement the 
kingdom of God, or the “beloved community.” 
King understood that in the challenge is where people discover who they are, why 
they have to undertake the challenge, and what they were predestined to do. Spiritual 
wrestling is about a unified people laying the foundation to prepare future generations to 
continuously accept deeper, and more demanding challenges to bring about the “beloved 
community” in redemptive love as well as about an individual’s personal pain or 
situation. 
King spoke of biblical revelations that happened in the early church. The sins of 
the father would fall upon the third and fourth generations of his children. If the church 
did not become the headlight, it will be a social club for traditional religious members 
only. Future children will see its irrelevancy, and begin to view God and His 
church with no power to initiate a change within society. King predicted that if the 
church succumbs to the world’s standards the rise of a black nationalistic fervor would be 
widely accepted. 
In King’s vision, the “Beloved Community” was to be a direct result of the Negro 
and White America accepting and practicing the philosophy of nonviolence with love as 
the foundation. Personalism and love were two concurrent themes that King used in the 
movement to create unity. According to Smith and Zepp, there were three areas in 
“Personalism” that caused King to reject orthodox theology. The first one is the inherent 
worth of personality; secondly, the personal God of love and reason; thirdly, the moral 
law of the cosmos; and lastly, the social nature of human existence. Smith and Zepp state 
that: 
[King] believed that at the heart of political and religious 
heritage of Western civilization has been the conviction 
that ‘every man is an heir to a legacy of dignity and worth' 
and that ‘every human being has etched in his personality 
the indelible stamp of the Creator.’ Our ‘Judeo-Christian 
tradition,' King explained, refers to this inherent dignity of 
man in the Biblical term ‘the image of God.’ The image of 
God is universally shared in equal portions by all men.’ By 
virtue of birth every person is a child of God and is related 
to him as a son to a father.11 
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Later in this chapter, I will explore the motif of "fundamentum” or man's special 
relationship to God. This concept needs to be analyzed in order for man to see his special 
relationship to God as His creation. When man understands his relationship to God then 
the “Beloved Community” can be attained. 
Secondly, the "personal God of love and reason” allow human beings to seek 
genuine fellowship with Him as they are. His love accepts one in any condition, 
regardless of race, creed, or color. Smith and Zepp state that: 
In the effort to support further his belief in a personal God 
of love and reason, King contended that Christianity has 
always emphasized fellowship with God and trust in his 
goodness. Both beliefs imply that God has a personal 
character. Fellowship can take place only between free and 
intelligent beings who know each other and have a mutual 
respect for each other ... In like fashion King argued that 
only a personal God can be good and loving; impersonal 
19 goodness and love are inconceivable. 
King’s own personal relationship to God reflects various aspects of his encounter 
with the Ultimate reality. King depended on Him; he was a refuge, strength, shelter, 
keeper, and a restorer of courage. 
King's journey with God started as a concept, an intellectual thought of Him. 
King believed that God was an object of academic exercise. However, in the midst of the 
Civil Rights struggle God became a living reality. God for King took on an intimacy that 
responded to the inner most parts of his heart. 
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The “moral law of the cosmos” governs man’s time bound earth laws. As St. 
Thomas Aquinas stated, “an unjust law is a human law that is not rooted in eternal and 
natural law. Any law that degrades human personality is unjust.”13 Theologian. Edgar 
Brightman stated that: 
There is a direct relationship between God and the moral 
law of the universe. Without the existence of God, the 
moral order would collapse and ideals would be obliterated. 
The moral law is grounded in the nature of God ... 
Religious faith is primarily concerned with the moral 
character of God. In short, the moral nature of the universe 
presupposes a moral author.14 
King believed in the moral law of the universe and in acknowledging the wrong 
done to a people in time. This law had to redress the immoral and sinful acts of man in a 
radical, unorthodox means. 
King also believed that the cross of Jesus Christ is the telescope in which love is 
viewed. The cross symbolized the ultimate sacrificial love to redeem humanity’s past, 
present, and future sin. It also allowed man to no longer be separated from God through 
the original sin. Humanity could come back in intimate communion or fellowship with 
God. Jesus’ death reconciled Jew, Gentile. Black, and White to live peacefully as one to 
display unity in God's “beloved community.” Smith and Zepp state that: 
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King insisted that civil rights is not a peripheral 
issue to be manipulated by self seeking and 
unscrupulous politicians, but it is a theological and 
moral issue. Opposition to segregation and 
discrimination is not only demanded by the noble 
principles of democracy; it is also a response to the 
law of God.1'’ 
God is motivated to act for a people who are committed to His love-ethic to establish His 
justice on earth. King stated: 
There is a creative power that works to pull down 
mountains of evil and level hilltops of injustice. 
God still works through history His wonders to 
perform.16 
Last, but not least, man was made to live in harmony with God. and his brother. 
Man cannot be an individual, without being a participant in society. Through close 
personal contact with his fellowman. he begins to learn who he is from the inside out. 
This contact challenges him to be a better individual, and to seek God’s purpose for him 
in creating the “Beloved Community.” Smith and Zepp state that, “the social nature of 
human existence, according to personalism, is grounded in the nature of the Divine 
Personality.17 
God created humanity in His nature, which is love. This nature is created to 
glorify Him for being the Creator of all life, and in being obedient to His commands. But 
more importantly, it is to be in intimate fellowship with Him as well as with others. 
Inclusiveness in love should be the goal of the human community. 
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King believed that to abolish segregation without learning to relate to each 
other would result in a human community without untransformed minds and 
hearts. It is not just enough to have equal rights but it was more important to see 
the value and worth in the diversity and uniqueness of God's creation-humanity. 
King understood that for both Blacks and Whites to look beyond the color line, to 
see the essence of God’s indelible nature of love in each other would result in 
oneness, not sameness. 
All men universally share the image of God in equal portions. 
The source of human dignity is not one’s ‘specificity’ but 
one’s ‘fundamentum.’ By ‘fundamentum’ King meant a 
person’s special relationship to God because of the ‘image 
of God.’ Person’s have inherent value because they are a 
‘reflection of divinity’ not because of an accident of birth 
or history. In the final analysis says the Christian ethic 
every man must be respected because God loves him.18 
King based his premise on the belief that man is to be respected because of God’s 
impartial love toward humanity. King stated man’s “fundamentum” but does not 
expound on it. This “fundamentum” is a key to unlock humankind from its segregated 
prison. Humankind can experience a freedom in God by viewing Whites and Negroes as 
brothers. The “image of God” is a concept that explains man’s relationship to God to 
experience a freedom in God. The word of God describes our resemblance and 
relationship to the Divine and our value to Him in unity with humankind. 
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To God, human beings are equal in essence, but according to our faith, we operate 
on different levels. Whether we are faithful or not does not diminish God’s love for 
humanity. Faith is a learning process, and not a yardstick to measure God’s love for us. 
Our equality in God remains the same. 
The question that lingered even after his death was, “ Can King’s 'Beloved 
Community’ be actualized within history'?” To answer this question it is pertinent that I 
reiterate from each chapter King’s struggle with his spirituality, and traditional religion in 
America. I am presupposing that at the end of this analysis a different question will be 
asked. The question I pose is, “Will the traditional church be willing to undergo a deep 
spiritual uprooting of old, doctrinal man-made methods and seek God in an intimate 
relationship, to be transformed and submit to God’s way of doing things in order to lay a 
Christ-like foundation to produce the ‘Beloved Community’?” 
King used early church prophets as models to describe their dependence on God. 
Their dependence was a sacrificial love for God. In any adverse situation, they relied on 
God to deliver, but if He did not. it did not diminish God’s power. They were more 
concerned about the cause than their personal welfare. King’s social theological stance 
brought a balance to theology that was not being preached. His social theology 
challenged ministers who had accepted the world’s standard of thinking. King presented 
what I call “harsh realities” of Jesus’ love-ethic. 
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Jails, unjustified police searches and interrogations, sleeping in cars, roach 
infested motels, leaving family and home, these were major parts of his spiritual journey. 
King’s encounter with the Ultimate reality taught him the true love-ethic of Jesus’ 
ministry. There can be no other way for human beings to create a brotherhood than to lay 
down the status quo mentality, and allow God to resurrect in people His standards for 
love, justice, and unity. Again, the only way for this to be accomplished is to purposely 
seek the truth and the Almighty, and hence to know His true person. King understood 
that through man’s acceptance of nonviolence as a way of life he would have no choice 
but to embark on a spiritual journey. These encounters would bring clarity and freedom. 
King charged the responsibility upon the church to challenge and correct 
unfounded representations of the Negro and White American. He also understood the 
responsibility of the church to be the conscious of society and not its captive. Secondly, 
the church was the colony of heaven, and earth. The church's mission was to establish a 
spiritual, economic, political foundation for the next generation. Its mission is to create 
then perpetuate the “Beloved Community” according to God’s standards. 
King underwent “spiritual surgery” in order to be transformed on his spiritual 
pilgrimage. He was in the forefront of the struggle to transform the institutional church 
into the spiritual oasis of community. The church would have to make a conscious 
decision to be transformed in mind and heart and wrestle against spiritual wickedness in 
high places. To endure the struggle and win the wrestling of self would be the saving of 
humanity to produce the “Beloved Community.” 
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Members of each generation must struggle within themselves and wrestle perpetually 
with opposing forces that are contrary in order to establish unity on earth. For King the 
spiritual wrestle to be transformed did not come without opposition. 
King could not be transformed in isolation. It was done in the midst of battle. He 
could not be selective on his journey. Wherever King found himself, in jail, being hosed 
down, or dogs biting him, that was where he exhibited the life that he preached about. 
Nonviolence was a way of life for him. In the battle of adversity is where King was 
transformed by a Power greater and outside himself. King was well aware of the price 
that the church would have to pay, and it was not in a comfortable zone of complacency. 
In conclusion, throughout his letter the implications of spirituality are lucid and 
defined. King gave a wake-up call to the church to view the error of their doctrinal 
theology. His voice was a prophetic call to those who had been chosen to lead, to stand 
up for God's righteousness. He chastised Negro and White clergy alike for preaching a 
“hereafter” theology, and preaching a “feel good” theology only to live abundantly while 
their congregations suffered spiritually, socially, economically, and politically. He saw 
this as a spiritual disservice to God's people, and a slap in the face of God. 
His struggle was not only with the traditional church, but also with America. 
America had to be shown love in action so it would live out its noble creed. The nation 
had to witness people that were willing to die, so that others might be free. America had 
to experience people who struggled and died to set the captive's free- both Black and 
White. 
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America also had to see both Black and White sacrificing their allegiance to the 
status quo mentality and yielding to the Ultimate ruler of heaven and earth. Their vision 
of the “Beloved Community” had to view separation as a sin, and unity as the goal to be 
attained for humankind. Each generation must be willing to sacrifice old traditional 
beliefs to produce a unifying spirit amongst humankind. This unifying spirit would 
invoke purpose and meaning for humankind, lives that would in turn transform the 
socioeconomic political system. 
With respect to the question asked of Dr. King - I pose the question - “Will the 
traditional church be willing to undergo a deep spiritual uprooting of old, doctrinal man¬ 
made methods and seek God in an intimate relationship in order to be transformed and to 
submit to God’s way of doing things in order to lay a Christ-like foundation to produce 
the ‘Beloved Community’?” Smith and Zepp stated King's foremost belief best. They 
stated, “His hope was rooted in his faith in the power of God to achieve his purpose 
among mankind within history.”19 
This letter from a dirty infested jail bared King's heart explaining why he was 
compelled to do what he was predestined to do. The implications of spirituality in his 
letter reflected man's struggle with himself, his environment (religious, sociopolitical and 
economic), his fellowman, and with God. It expressed man's journey here on earth, the 
struggling, wrestling, and conquering or in some situations the submission. 
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King’s vision far outweighed the sacrifice. In actuality. King’s letter is a mirror image to 
the life of the early prophets, who were minorities in their time. It paralleled the joys, 
sorrows, triumphs, mistakes, of persons accepting their predestined call. or. as in King's 
case, being thrown into it to experience God on their journey, and not watching from the 
sidelines. 
His immovable stance on direct nonviolent action was a profound theory and 
method that baffled both Negro and White Americans. The method and process was the 
love of God in action that could redeem an entire nation to be transformed to God's way 
of thinking and doing. For King the church was God’s vehicle to enact this 
transformation. King’s major plea in his letter was to everyone but especially to the 
church to open their eyes and envision the concept of everyone living in tolerance, and 
working towards creating the “Beloved Community.” In this community people would 
no longer be “judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.”20 
The mandate in King’s letter embraced the call to discipleship which summons its 
followers to succumb to the Almighty, to take up their cross and become followers of His 
way. The implications of spirituality in King’s letter gave his struggle for freedom and 
justice a sense of meaning and purpose. It provided King with the motivation and 
inspiration to pay the ultimate sacrifice in search of the “Beloved Community.” 
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APPENDIX ONE 
"AN OPEN LETTER TO DR KING FROM BIRMINGHAM CLERGYMEN" 
April 12, 1963 
We the undersigned clergymen are among those who, in January, issued "An Appeal for Law and 
Order and common Sense," in dealing with racial problems in Alabama. We expressed understanding that 
honest convictions in racial matters could properly be pursued in the courts, but urged that decisions by 
those courts should in the meantime be peacefully obeyed. 
Since that time there had been some evidence of increased forbearance and a willingness to face 
facts. Responsible citizens have undertaken to work on various problems, which cause racial friction and 
unrest. In Birmingham, recent public events have given indication that we all have opportunity for a new 
constructive and realistic approach to racial problems. 
However, we are now confronted by a series of demonstrations by some of our Negro citizens, 
directed and led in part by outsiders. We recognize the natural impatience of people who feel that their 
hopes are slow in being realized. But we are convinced that these demonstrations are unwise and untimely. 
We agree rather with certain local Negro leadership, which has called for honest and open 
negotiation of racial issues in our area. And we believe this kind of facing of issues can best be 
accomplished by citizens of our own metropolitan area, white and Negro, meeting with their knowledge 
and experience of the local situation. All of us need to face that responsibility and find proper channels for 
its accomplishment. 
Just as we formerly pointed out that "hatred and violence have no sanction in our religious and 
political traditions," we also point out that such actions as incite to hatred and violence, however 
technically peaceful those actions may be, have not contributed to the resolution of our local problems. We 
do not believe that these days of new hope are days when extreme measures are justified in Birmingham. 
1 1 
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We commend the community as a whole, and the local news media and law enforcement officials 
in particular, on the calm manner in which these demonstrations have been handled. We urge the public to 
continue to show restraint should the demonstrations continue, and the law enforcement officials to remain 
calm and continue to protect our city from violence. 
We further strongly urge our own Negro community to withdraw support from these 
demonstrations, and to unite locally in working peacefully for a better Birmingham, when rights are 
consistently denied, a cause should be pressed in the courts and in negotiations among local leaders, and 
not in the streets. We appeal to both our white and Negro citizenry to observe the principles of law and 
order and common sense. 
Signed by: 
C.C.J. Carpenter, D.D., LL.D, Bishop of Alabama 
Joseph A. Durick, D.D., Auxiliary Bishop, Diocese of Mobile, Birmingham 
Rabbi Milton R. Grafman, Temple Emanu-El, Birmingham, Alabama 
Bishop Paul Hardin, Bishop of the Alabama-West Florida Conference of the Methodist Church 
Bishop Nolan B. Harmon, Bishop of the North Alabama Conference of the Methodist Church 
George M. Murray, D.D., LL.D., Bishop Coadjutor, Episcopal Diocese of Alabama 
Edward V. Ramage, Moderator, Synod of the Alabama Presbyterian Church in the United States 
Earl Stallings, Pastor, First Baptist Church. Birmingham, Alabama 
APPENDIX TWO 
"LETTER FROM A BIRMINGHAM CITY JAIL" 
My dear Fellow Clergymen, 
While confined here in the Birmingham city jail, I came across your recent statement calling our 
present activities "unwise and untimely." Seldom, if ever, do I pause to answer criticism of my work and 
ideas. If I sought to answer all of the criticisms that cross my desk, my secretaries would be engaged in 
little else in the course of the day, and I would have to time for constructive work. But since I feel that you 
are men of genuine good will and your criticisms are sincerely set forth, I would like to answer your 
statement in what I hope will be patient and reasonable terms. 
I think I should give the reason for my being in Birmingham, since you have been influenced by 
the argument of "outsiders coming in." I have the honor of serving as president of the Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference, an organization operating in every southern state, with headquarters in Atlanta, 
Georgia. We have some eighty-five affiliate organizations all across the South-one being the Alabama 
Christian Movement for Human Rights. Whenever necessary and possible we share staff, educational and 
financial resources with our affiliates. Several months ago our local affiliate here in Birmingham invited us 
to be on call to engage in a nonviolent direct-action program if such were deemed necessary. We readily 
consented and when the hour came we lived up to our promises. So I am here, along w ith several members 
of my staff, because we were invited here. I am here because I have basic organizational ties here. 
Beyond this, I am in Birmingham because injustice is here. Just as the eighth century prophets left 
their little villages and carried their "thus saith the Lord" far beyond the boundaries of their hometowns: 
and just as the Apostle Paul left his little village of Tarsus and carried the gospel of Jesus Christ to 
practically every hamlet and city of the Graeco-Roman world, I too am compelled to carry the gospel of 




Moreover, 1 am cognizant of the interrelatedness of all communities and states. I cannot sit idly 
by in Atlanta and not be concerned about what happens in Birmingham. Injustice anywhere is a threat to 
justice everywhere. We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of 
destiny. Whatever affects one directly affects all indirectly. Never again can we afford to live with the 
narrow, provincial "outside agitator" idea. Anyone who lives in the United States can never be considered 
an outsider anywhere in this country. 
You deplore the demonstrations that are presently taking place in Birmingham. But 1 am sorry 
that your statement did not express a similar concern for the conditions that brought the demonstrations into 
being. I am sure that each of you would want to go beyond the superficial social analyst who looks merely 
at effects, and does not grapple with underlying causes. I would not hesitate to say that it is unfortunate 
that so-called demonstrations are taking place in Birmingham at this time, but I would say in more 
emphatic terms that it is even more unfortunate that the white power structure of this city left the Negro 
community with no other alternative. 
In any nonviolent campaign there are four basic steps: (1) collection of the facts to determine 
whether injustices are alive, (2) negotiation, (3) self-purification, and (4) direct action. We have gone 
through all of these steps in Birmingham. There can be no gainsaying of the fact that racial injustice 
engulfs this community. 
Birmingham is probably the most thoroughly segregated city in the United States. Its ugly record 
of police brutality is know in every section of this country. Its unjust treatment of Negroes in the courts is a 
notorious reality. There have been more unresolved bombings of Negro homes and churches in 
Birmingham than any city in this nation. These are the hard, brutal and unbelievable facts. On the basis of 
these conditions Negro leaders sought to negotiate with the city fathers. But the political leaders 
consistently refused to engage in good faith negotiation. 
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Then came the opportunity last September to talk with some of the leaders of the economic 
community. In these negotiating sessions certain promises were made by the merchants-such as the 
promise to remove the humiliating racial signs from the stores. On the basis of these promises Rev. 
Shuttlesworth and the leaders of the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights agreed to call a 
moratorium on any type of demonstrations. As the weeks and months unfolded we realized that we were 
the victims of a broken promise. The signs remained. Like so many experiences of the past we were 
confronted with blasted hopes, and the dark shadow of a deep disappointment settled upon us. So we had 
no alternative except that of preparing for direct action, whereby we would present our very bodies as a 
means of laying our case before the conscience of the local and national community. We were not 
unmindful of the difficulties involved. So we decided to go through a process of self-purification. We 
started having workshops on nonviolence and repeatedly asked ourselves the questions, "Are you able to 
accept blows without retaliating?" Are you able to endure the ordeals of jail?" We decided to set our 
direct-action program around the Easter season, realizing that with the exception of Christmas, this was the 
largest shopping period of the year. Knowing that a strong economic withdrawal program would be the by¬ 
product of direct action, we felt that this was the best time to bring pressure on the merchants for the 
needed changes. Then it occurred to us that the March elections were ahead and so we speedily decided to 
postpone action until after election day. When we discovered that Mr. Connor was in the run-off, we 
decided again to postpone action so that the demonstrations could not be used to cloud the issues. At this 
time we agreed to begin our nonviolent witness the day after the run-off. 
This reveals that we did not move irresponsibly into direct action. We too wanted to see Mr. 
Connor defeated; so we went through postponement after postponement to aid in this community need. 
After this we felt that direct action could be delayed no longer. 
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You may well ask, "Why direct action? Why sit-ins, marches, etc.,? Isn't negotiation a better 
path?" You are exactly right in your call for negotiation. Indeed, this is the purpose of direct action. 
Nonviolent direct action seeks to create such a crisis and establish such creative tension that a community 
that has constantly refused to negotiate is forced to confront the issue. It seeks so to dramatize the issue 
that it can no longer be ignored. I just referred to the creation of tension as a part of the work of the 
nonviolent resister. This may sound rather shocking. But 1 must confess that 1 am not afraid of the world 
tension, but there is a type of constructive nonviolent tension that is necessary for growth. Just as Socrates 
felt that it was necessary to create a tension in the mind so that individuals could rise from the bondage of 
myths and half-truths to the unfettered realm of creative analysis and objective appraisal, we must see the 
need of having nonviolent gadflies to create the kind of tension in society that will help men to rise from 
the dark depths of prejudice and racism to the majestic heights of understanding and brotherhood. So the 
purpose of the direct action is to create a situation so crisis-packed that it will inevitably open the door to 
negotiation. We, therefore, concur with you in your call for negotiation. Too long has our beloved 
Southland been bogged down in the tragic attempt to live in monologue rather than dialogue. 
One of the basic points in your statement is that our acts are untimely. Some have asked, "Why 
didn't you give the new administration time to act?" The only answer that I can give to this inquiry is that 
the administration must be prodded about as much as the outgoing one before it acts. We will be sadly 
mistaken if we feel that the election of Mr. Boutwell will bring the millennium to Birmingham. While Mr. 
Boutwell is much more articulate and gentle than Mr. Connor, they are both segregationists, dedicated to 
the task of maintaining the status quo. The hope I see in Mr. Boutwell is that he will be reasonable enough 
to see the futility of massive resistance to desegregation. But he will not see this without the pressure from 
the devotees of civil rights. My friends, I must say to you that we have not made a single gain in civil 
rights without determined legal and nonviolent pressure. History is the long and tragic story of the fact that 
privileged groups seldom give up their privileges voluntarily. Individuals may see the moral light and 
voluntarily give up their unjust posture; but as Reinhold Niebuhr has reminded us, groups are more 
immoral than individuals. 
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We know through painful experience that freedom is never voluntarily given by the oppressor; it 
must be demanded by the oppressed. Frankly, I have never yet engaged in a direct action movement that 
was "well-times," according to the timetable of those who have not suffered unduly from the disease of 
segregation. For years now I have heard the words "Wait!" It rings in the ear of every Negro with a 
piercing familiarity. This has almost always meant "Never." It has been a tranquilizing thalidomide, 
relieving the emotional stress for a moment, only to give birth an ill-formed infant of frustration. We must 
come to see with the distinguished jurist of yesterday that "justice too long delayed is justice denied." We 
have waited for more than 340 years for our constitutional and God-given rights. The nations of Asia and 
Africa are moving with jetlike speed toward the goal of political independence, and we still creep at horse 
and buggy pace toward the gaining of a cup of coffee at a lunch counter. I guess it is easy for those who 
have never felt the stinging darts of segregation to say, "Wait." But when you have seen vicious mobs 
lynch your mothers and fathers at will and drown your sisters and brothers at whim; when you have seen 
hate-filled policemen curse, kick brutalize and even kill your black brothers and sisters with impunity; 
when you see the vast majority of your twenty million Negro brothers smothering in an airtight cage of 
poverty in the midst of an affluent society you suddenly find your tongue twisted and your speech 
stammering as you seek to explain to your six-year-old daughter why she can't go to the public amusement 
park that has just been advertised on television, and see tears welling up in her little eyes when she is told 
that Funtown is closed to colored children, and see the depressing clouds of inferiority begin to form in her 
little mental sky, and see her begin to distort her little personality by unconsciously developing a bitterness 
toward white people; when you have to concoct an answer for a five-year-old son asking in agonizing 
pathos: "Daddy, why do white people treat colored people so mean?"; when you take a cross-country drive 
and find it necessary to sleep night after night in the uncomfortable comers of your automobile because no 
motel will accept you; when you are humiliated day in and day out by nagging signs reading "white" and 
"colored"; when your first name becomes "nigger" and your middle name becomes "boy" (however old you 
are) and your last name becomes "John," and when your wife and mother are never given the respected title 
"Mrs."; when you are harried by day and haunted by night by the fact that you are a Negro, living 
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constantly at tiptoe stance never quite knowing what to expect next, and plagued with inner fears and outer 
resentments; when you are forever fighting a degenerating sense of "nobodiness"; then you will understand 
why we find it difficult to wait. There comes a time when the cup of endurance runs over, and men are no 
longer willing to be plunged into an abyss of injustice where they experience the blackness of corroding 
despair. I hope, sirs, you can understand our legitimate and unavoidable impatience. 
You express a great deal of anxiety over our willingness to break laws. This is certainly a 
legitimate concern. Since we so diligently urge people to obey the Supreme Court's decision of 1954 
outlawing segregation in the public schools, it is rather strange and paradoxical to find us consciously 
breaking laws. One may well say, "How can you advocated breaking some laws and obeying others?" The 
answer is found in the fact that there are two types of law: there are just and there are unjust laws. 1 would 
agree with Saint Augustine that "An unjust law is no law at all." 
Now what is the difference between the two? How does one determine when a law is just or 
unjust? A just law is a man-made code that squares with the moral law or the law of God. An unjust law is 
a code that is out of harmony with the moral law. To put it in the terms of Saint Thomas Aquinas, an unjust 
law' is a human law that is not rooted in eternal and natural law. Any law that uplifts human personality is 
just. Any law that degrades human personality is unjust. All segregation statutes are unjust because 
segregation distorts the soul and damages the personality. It gives the segregator a false sense of 
superiority, and the segregated a false sense of inferiority. To use the words of Martin Buber, the great 
Jewish philosopher, segregation substitutes and "I-it" relationship for the "I-thou" relationship, and ends up 
relegating persons to the status of things. So segregation is not only politically, economically and 
sociologically unsound, but it is morally wrong and sinful. Paul Tillich has said that sin is separation. Isn't 
segregation an existential expression of man's tragic separation, an expression of his awful estrangement, 
his terrible sinfulness? So I can urge men to disobey segregation ordinances because they are morally 
wrong. 
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Let us turn to a more concrete example of just and unjust laws. An unjust law is a code that a 
majority inflicts on a minority that is not binding on itself. This is difference made legal. On the other 
hand a just law is a code that majority compels a minority to follow that is willing to follow itself. This is 
sameness made legal. 
Let me give another explanation. An unjust law is a code inflicted upon a minority which that 
minority had no part in enacting or creating because they did not have the unhampered right to vote. Who 
can say the legislature of Alabama which set up the segregation laws was democratically elected? 
Throughout the state of Alabama all types of conniving methods are used to prevent Negroes from 
becoming registered voters and there are some counties without a single Negro registered to vote despite 
the fact that the Negro constitutes a majority of the population. Can any law set up in such a state be 
considered democratically structured? 
These are just a few examples of unjust and just laws. There are some instances when a law is just 
on its face and unjust in its application. For instance. I was arrested Friday on a charge of parading without 
a permit. Now there is nothing wrong with an ordinance which requires a permit for a parade, but when the 
ordinance is used to preserve segregation and to deny citizens the First Amendment privilege of peaceful 
assembly and peaceful protest, then it becomes unjust. 
I hope you can see the distinction I am trying to point out. In no sense do 1 advocate evading or 
defying the law as the rabid segregationist would do. This would lead to anarchy. One who breaks an 
unjust law must do it openly, lovingly (not hatefully as the white mothers did in New Orleans when they 
were seen on television screaming, "nigger, nigger, nigger"), and with a willingness to accept the penalty. I 
submit that an individual who breaks a law that conscience tells him is unjust, and willingly accepts the 
penalty by staying in jail to arouse the conscience of the community over its injustice, is in reality 
expressing the very highest respect for law. 
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Of course, there is nothing new about this king of civil disobedience. It was seen sublimely in the 
refusal of Shadrach, Meschach and Abednego to obey the laws of Nebuchadnezaar because a higher moral 
law was involved. It was practices superbly by the early Christians who were willing to face hungry lions 
and the excruciating pain of chopping blocks, before submitting to certain unjust laws of the Roman 
Empire. To a degree academic freedom is a reality today because Socrates practiced civil disobedience. 
We can never forget that everything Hitler did in Germany was "legal" and everything the 
Hungarian freedom fighters did in Hungary was "illegal." It was "illegal" to aid and comfort a Jew in 
Hitler's Germany. But I am sure that if 1 had lived in Germany during that time I would have aided and 
comforted my Jewish brothers even though it was illegal. If 1 lived in a Communist country today where 
certain principles dear the Christian faith are suppressed, I believe 1 would openly advocate disobeying 
these anti-religious laws. I must make two honest confessions to you, my Christian and Jewish brothers. 
First, I must confess that over the last few years I have been gravely disappointed with the white moderate. 
I have almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro's great stumbling block in the stride toward 
freedom is not the White Citizen's Counciler or the Ku Klux Klanner, but the white moderate who is more 
devoted to "order" than to justice; who prefers a negative peace which is the absence of tension to a 
positive peace which is the presence of justice; who constantly say, "I agree with you the goal you seek, but 
I can't agree with your methods of direct action;" who patemalistically feels that he can set the timetable for 
another man's freedom; who lives by the myth of time and who constantly advised the Negro to wait until a 
"more convenient season." Shallow understanding from people of good will is more frustrating than 
absolute misunderstanding from people of ill will. Lukewarm acceptance is much more bewildering than 
outright rejection. 
I had hoped that the white moderate would understand that law and order exist for the purpose of 
establishing justice, and that when they fail to do this they become dangerously structured dams that block 
the flow of social progress. I had hoped that the white moderate would understand that the present tension 
of the South is merely a necessary phase of the transition from an obnoxious negative peace, where the 
Negro passively accepted his unjust plight, to a substance-filled positive peace, where all men will respect 
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the dignity and worth of human personality. Actually, we who engage in nonviolent direct action are not 
the creators of tension. We merely bring to the surface the hidden tension that is already alive. We bring it 
out in the open where it can be seen and dealt with. Like a boil that can never be cured as long as it is 
covered up but must opened with all its pus-flowing ugliness to the natural medicines of air and light, 
injustice must likewise be exposed, with all of the tension its exposing creates, to the light of human 
conscience the air of national opinion before it can be cured. 
In your statement you asserted that your actions, even though peaceful, must be condemned 
because they precipitate violence. But can this assertion be logically made? Isn't this like condemning the 
robbed man because his possession of money precipitated the evil act of robbery? Isn't this like 
condemning Socrates because his unswerving commitment to truth and his philosophical delvings 
precipitated the misguided popular mind to make him drink the hemlock? Isn't this like condemning Jesus 
because His unique God-consciousness and never ceasing devotion to his will precipitated the evil act of 
crucifixion? We must come to see, as federal court have consistently affirmed, that it is immoral to urge an 
individual to withdraw his efforts to gain his basic constitutional right because the quest precipitates 
violence. Society must protect the robbed and punish the robber. 
I had also hoped that the white moderate would reject the myth of time. I received a letter this 
morning from a white brother in Texas which said: "All Christians know that the colored people will 
receive equal rights eventually, but it is possible that you are in too great of a religious hurry. It has taken 
Christianity almost two thousand years to accomplish what it has. The teachings of Christ take time to 
come to earth." All that is said here grows out of a tragic misconception of time. It is the strangely 
irrational notion that there is something in the very flow of time that will inevitably cure all ills. Actually 
time is neutral. It can be used either destructively or constructively. I am coming to feel that the people of 
ill will have used time much more effectively than the people of good will. We will have to repent in this 
generation not merely for the vitriolic words and actions of the bad people, but for the appalling silence of 
the good people. We must come to see that human progress never rolls in on wheels of inevitability. It 
comes through the tireless efforts and persistent work of men willing to be co-workers with God. 
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and without this hard word time itself becomes an ally of the forces of social stagnation. We must use time 
creatively, and forever realize that time is always ripe to do right. Now is the time to make real the promise 
of democracy, and transform our pending national elegy into a creative psalm of brotherhood. Now is the 
time to lift our national policy from the quicksand of racial injustice to the solid rock of human dignity. 
You spoke of our activity in Birmingham as extreme. At first I was rather disappointed that 
fellow clergymen would see my nonviolent efforts as those of the extremist. 1 started thinking about the 
fact that I stand in the middle of two opposing forces in the Negro community. One is a force of 
complacency made up of Negroes who, as a result of long years of oppression, have been so completely 
drained of self-respect and a sense of "somebodiness" that they have adjusted to segregation, and, of a few 
Negroes in the middle class who, because of a degree of academic and economic security, and because at 
points they profit by segregation, have unconsciously become insensitive to the problems of the masses. 
The other force is one of bitterness and hatred, and comes perilously close to advocating violence. It is 
expressed in the various black nationalist groups that are springing up over the nation, the largest and best 
known being Elijah Muhammad's Muslim movement. This movement is nourished by the contemporary 
frustration over the continued existence of racial discrimination. It is made up of people who have lost 
faith in America, who have absolutely repudiated Christianity, and who have concluded that the white man 
is an incurable "devil." 1 have tried to stand between these two forces, saying we need not follow the "do- 
nothingism" of the complacent or the hatred and despair of the black nationalist. There is the more 
excellent way of love and nonviolent protest is that way. I'm grateful to God that, through the Negro 
church, the dimension of nonviolence entered our struggle. If this philosophy had not emerged, I am 
convinced that by now many streets of the South would be flowing with floods of blood. And I am further 
convinced that if our white brothers dismiss us as "rabble-rousers" and "outside agitators" those of us who 
are working through the channels of nonviolent direct action and refuse to support our nonviolent efforts, 
millions of Negroes, out of frustration and despair, will seek solace and security in black nationalist 
ideologies, a development that will lead inevitably to a frightening racial nightmare. 
Oppressed people cannot remain oppressed forever. The urge for freedom will eventually come. 
This is what happened to the American Negro. Something within has reminded him of his birthright of 
freedom; something without has reminded him that he can gain it. Consciously and unconsciously, he has 
been swept in by what the Germans call the Zeitgeist, and with his black brothers of Africa, and his brown 
and yellow brothers of Asia, South America and the Caribbean, he is moving with a sense of cosmic 
urgency toward the promised land of racial justice. Recognizing this vital urge that has engulfed the Negro 
community, one should readily understand public demonstrations. The Negro has many pent-up 
resentments and latent frustrations. He has to get them out. So let him march sometime; let him have his 
prayer pilgrimages to the city hall; understand why he must have sit-ins and freedom rides. If these 
repressed emotions do not come out in these nonviolent ways, they will come out in ominous expressions 
of violence. This is not a threat; it is a fact of history. So I have not said to my people "Get rid of your 
discontent." But I have tried to say that this normal and healthy discontent can be channelized through the 
creative outlet of nonviolent direct action. Now this approach is being dismissed as extremist. I must 
admit that I was initially disappointed in being so categorized. 
But as I continued to think about the matter I gradually gained a bit of satisfaction from being 
considered an extremist. Was not Jesus an extremist in love-"Love your enemies, bless them that curse 
you, pray for them that despitefully use you." Was not Amos an extremist for justice-"Let justice roll down 
like waters and righteousness like a mighty stream." Was not Paul an extremist for the gospel of Jesus 
Christ-"I bear in my body the marks of the Lord Jesus." Was not Martin Luther an extremist-"Here I stand: 
I can do none other, so help me God." Was not John Bunyan an extremist-"I will stay in jail to the end of 
my days before I make a butchery of my conscience." Was not Abraham Lincoln an extremist-"This nation 
cannot survive half slave and half free.” Was not Thomas Jefferson an extremist-"We hold these truths to 
be self-evident, that all men are created equal." So the question is not whether we will be extremist but 
what kind of extremist will we be. Will we be extremists for hate or will we be extremists for love? Will 
we be extremists for the preservations of injustice-or will we be extremists for the cause of justice? In that 
dramatic scene on Calvary's hill, three men were crucified. We must not forget that all three men were 
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crucified for the same crime- the crime of extremism. Two were extremists for immorality, and thuslv fell 
below their environment. The other, Jesus Christ, was an extremist for love, truth and goodness, thereby 
rose above his environment. So, after all. maybe the South, the nation and the world are in dire need of 
creative extremists. 
1 had hoped that the white moderate would see this. Maybe I was too optimistic. Maybe 1 
expected too much, I guess 1 should have realized that few members of a race that has oppressed another 
race can understand or appreciate the deep groans and passionate yearning of those that have been 
oppressed and still fewer have the vision to see that injustice must be rooted out by strong, persistent and 
determined action. I am thankful, however, that some of our white brothers have grasped the meaning of 
this social revolution and committed themselves to it. They are still all too small in quantity, but they are 
big in quality. Some like Ralph McGill, Lillian Smith, Harry Golden, and James Dabbs have written about 
our struggle in eloquent, prophetic and understanding terms. Others have marched with us down nameless 
streets of the South. They have languished in filthy roach-infested jails, suffering the abuse and brutality of 
angry policemen who see them as "dirty nigger-lovers." They, unlike so many of their moderate brothers 
and sisters, have recognized the urgency of the moment and sensed the need for powerful "action" antidotes 
to combat the disease of segregation. 
Let me rush on to mention my other disappointment. I have been so greatly disappointed with the 
white church and its leadership. Of course, there are some notable exceptions. I am not unmindful of the 
fact that each you have taken some significant stands on this issue. 1 commend you. Rev. Stallings, for 
your Christian stance on this past Sunday, in welcoming Negroes to your worship service on a non- 
segregated basis. I commend the Catholic leaders of this state for integrating Springhill College several 
years ago. 
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But despite these notable exceptions I must honestly reiterate that I have been disappointed with 
the church. I do not say that as one of the negative critics who can always find something wrong with the 
church. I say it as a minister of the gospel, who loves the church; who was nurtured in its bosom; who has 
been sustained by its spiritual blessings, and who will remain true to it as long as the cord of life shall be 
lengthened. 
1 had the strange feeling when I was suddenly catapulted into the leadership of the bus protest in 
Montgomery several years ago that we would have the support of the white church. I felt that the white 
ministers, priests and rabbis of the South would be some of our strongest allies. Instead, some have been 
outright and misrepresenting its leaders; all too many others have been more cautious than courageous and 
have remained silent behind the anesthetizing security of the stained-glass windows. 
In spite of my shattered dreams of the past. I came to Birmingham with the hope that the white 
religious leadership of this community would see the justice of our cause, and with deep moral concern, 
serve as the channel through which our just grievances would get to the power structure. I had hoped that 
each of your would understand. But again I have been disappointed. I have heard numerous religious 
leaders of the South call upon their worshippers to comply with a desegregation decision because it is the 
law, but I have longed to hear white ministers say, "Follow this decree because integration is morally right 
and the Negro is your brother." In the midst of blatant injustices inflicted upon the Negro, I have watched 
white churches stand on the sideline and merely mouth pious irrelevancies and sanctimonious trivialities. 
In the midst of a mighty struggle to rid our nation of racial economic injustice. I have heard so many 
ministers say, "Those are social issues with which the gospel has no real concern." and I have watched so 
many churches commit themselves to a completely otherworldly religion which made strange distinction 
between body and soul, the sacred and the secular. 
So here we are moving toward the exit of the twentieth century with a religious community largely 
adjusted to the status quo, standing as a taillight behind other community agencies rather than a headlight 
leading men to higher levels of justice. 
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1 have traveled the length and breadth of Alabama, Mississippi and all other southern states. On 
sweltering summer days and crisp autumn mornings 1 have looked at her beautiful churches with their lofty 
spires pointing heavenward. I have beheld the impressive outlay of her massive religious educational 
buildings. Over and over again 1 have found myself asking: "What kind of people worship there? Who is 
their God? Where were their voices when the lips of Governor Barnett dripped with words of interposition 
and nullification? Where were they when Governor Wallace gave the clarion call for defiance and hatred? 
Where were their voices of support when tired, bruised and weary Negro men and women decided to rise 
from the dark dungeon of complacency to the bright hills of creative protest?" 
Yes, these questions are still in my mind. In deep disappointment, I have wept over the laxity of 
the church. But be assured that my tears have been tears of love. There can be no deep disappointment 
where there is not deep love. Yes, I love the church; I love her sacred walls. How could I do otherwise? I 
am in the rather unique position of being the son. the grandson, and great-grandson of preachers. Yes, I see 
the church as the body of Christ. But, oh! How we have blemished and scarred that body through social 
neglect and fear of being nonconformists. 
There was a time when the church was very powerful. It was during that period when the early 
Christians rejoiced when they were deemed worthy to suffer for what they believed. In those days the 
church was not merely a thermometer that recorded the ideas and principles of popular opinion; it was a 
thermostat that transformed the mores of society. Wherever the early Christians entered a town the power 
structure got disturbed and immediately sought to convict them for being "disturbers of the peace" and 
"outside agitators." But they went on with the conviction that they were a "colony of heaven," and had to 
obey God rather than man. They were small in number but big in commitment. They were too God- 
intoxicated to be "astronomically intimidated." They brought an end to such ancient evils as infanticide 
and gladiatorial contest. 
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Things are different now. The contemporary church is often a weak, ineffectual voice with an 
uncertain sound. It is so often the arch-supporter of the status quo. Far from being disturbed by the 
presence of the church, the power structure of the average community is consoled by the church's silent and 
often vocal sanction of things as they are. 
But the judgement of God is upon the church as never before. If the church of today does not 
recapture the sacrificial spirit of the early church, it will lose its authentic right, forfeit the loyalty of 
millions, and be dismissed as an irrelevant social club with no meaning of the twentieth century. I am 
meeting young people everyday whose disappointment with the church has risen to outright disgust. 
Maybe again, I have been too optimistic. Is organized religion too inextricably bound to the status 
quo to save our nation and the world? Maybe I must turn my faith to the inner spiritual church, the church 
within the church, as the true ecclesia and the hope of the world. But again I am thankful to God that some 
noble souls from the ranks of organized religion have broken loose from the paralyzing chains of 
conformity and joined us as active partners in the struggle for freedom. They have left their secure 
congregations and walked the streets of Albany, Georgia, with us. They have gone through the highways 
of the South on tortuous rides for freedom. Yes, they have gone to jail with us. Some have been kicked out 
of their churches, and lost support of their bishops and fellow ministers. But they have gone with the faith 
that right defeated is stronger than evil triumphant. These men have been the leaven in the lump of the 
race. Their witness has been the spiritual salt that has preserved the true meaning of the gospel in these 
troubled times. They have carved a tunnel of hope through dark mountains of disappointment. 
I hope the church as a whole will meet the challenge of this decisive hour. But even if the church 
does not come to the aid of justice, I have no despair about the future. I have no fear about the outcome of 
our struggle in Birmingham, even if our motives are presently misunderstood. We will reach the goal of 
freedom in Birmingham, and all over the nation, because the goal of America is freedom. Abused and 
scorned though we may be, our destiny is tied up with the destiny of America. Before the Pilgrims landed 
at Plymouth we were here. Before the pen of Jefferson etched across the pages of history the majestic 
words of the Declaration of Independence, we were here. For more than two centuries our foreparents 
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labored in this country without wages; they made cotton king; and they built the homes of their masters in 
the midst of brutal injustice and shameful humiliation- and yet out of a bottomless vitality they continued 
and develop. If the inexpressible cruelties of slavery could not stop us, the opposition we now face will 
surely fail. We will win our freedom because the sacred heritage of our nation and the eternal will of God 
are embodied in our echoing demands. 
I must close now. But before closing I am impelled to mention one other point in your statement 
that troubled me profoundly. You warmly commended the Birmingham police for keeping "order" and 
preventing violence." 1 don't believe you would have so warmly commended the police force if you had 
seen its angry violent dogs literally biting six unarmed, nonviolent Negroes. I don't believe you would so 
quickly commend the policemen if you would observe their ugly and inhuman treatment of Negroes here in 
the city jail; if you would watch them push and curse old Negro women and young Negro girls; if you 
would see them slap and kick old Negro men and young boys; if you will observe them, as they did on two 
occasions, refuse to give us food because we wanted to sing our grace together. I'm sorry that I can't join 
you in your praise for the police department. 
It is true that they have been rather disciplined in their public handling of the demonstrators. In 
this sense they have been rather publicly "nonviolent." But for what purpose? To preserve the evil system 
of segregation. Over the last few years I have consistently preached that nonviolence demands that the 
means we use must be as pure as the ends we seek. So I have tried to make it clear that it is wrong to use 
immoral means just as wrong, or even more so, to use moral means to preserve immoral ends. Maybe Mr. 
Connor and his policemen have been rather publicly nonviolent, as Chief Pritchett was in Albany, Georgia, 
but they used the moral means of nonviolence to maintain the immoral end of flagrant racial injustice. T.S. 
Eliot has said that there is no greater treason than to do the right deed for the wrong reason. 
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I wish you had commended the Negro sit-inners and demonstrators of Birmingham for their 
sublime courage, their willingness to suffer and their amazing discipline in the midst of the most inhuman 
provocation. One day the South will recognize its real heroes. They will be the James Merediths, 
courageously and with a majestic sense of purpose facing jeering and hostile mobs and the agonizing 
loneliness that characterizes the life of the pioneer. They will be old, oppressed, battered Negro women, 
symbolized in a seventy-two-year-old woman of Montgomery, Alabama, who rose up with a sense of 
dignity and with her people decided not to ride the segregated buses, and responded to one who inquired 
about her tiredness with ungrammatical profundity: "My feet is tired, but my soul is rested." They will be 
the young high school and college students, young ministers of the gospel and a host of their elders 
courageously and nonviolently sitting-in at lunch counters and willingly going to jail for conscience's sake. 
One day the South will know that when these disinherited children of God sat down at lunch counters they 
were in reality standing up for the best in the American dream and the most sacred values in our nation 
back to those great wells of democracy which were dug deep by the Founding Fathers in the formulation of 
the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence. 
Never before have I written a letter this long (or should I say a book?). I'm afraid that it is much 
too long to take your precious time. I can assure you that it would have been much more shorter if I had 
been writing from a comfortable desk, but what else is there to do when you are alone for days in the dull 
monotony of a narrow jail cell other than write long letters, think strange thoughts, and pray long prayers? 
If I have said anything in this letter that is an overstatement of the truth and is indicative of an 
unreasonable impatience, I beg you to forgive me. If 1 have said anything in this letter that is an 
understatement of the truth and is indicative of my having a patience that makes me patient with anything 
less than a brotherhood, I beg God to forgive me. 
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I hope this letter finds you strong in the faith. I also hope that circumstances will soon make it 
possible for me to meet each of you, not as an integrationist or a civil rights leader, but as a fellow 
clergyman and a Christian brother. Let us all hope that the dark clouds of racial prejudice will soon pass 
away and the deep fog of misunderstanding will be lifted from our fear-drenched communities and in some 
not too distant tomorrow the radiant stars of love and brotherhood will shine over our great nation with all 
of their scintillating beauty. 
Yours for the cause of Peace and Brotherhood. 
Martin Luther King, Jr. 
APPENDIX THREE 
CONCEPT OF "ADVANCING THE KINGDOM" AND "LAYING HOLD TO IT" 
The concept of "advancing the kingdom and "laying hold to it" is a spiritual concept that King 
alluded to in eradicating segregation. In Matthew 11:12 it states, "From the days of John the Baptist until 
now, the kingdom of heaven has been forcefully advancing, and forceful men lay hold of it" (NIV). The 
word Kingdom has to be dissected in order to understand "advancing" and "forceful men." According to 
the American Heritage Dictionary Kinedom means, "The eternal spiritual sovereignty of God; the realm 
over which this sovereignty extends." Dom means, "domain, position; those that collectively have a 
specified position, office or character." King means, "God; Christ," Combining the components of kingdom 
it simply means, "God’s way or order of doing things." 
Secondly, how can the kingdom of God be forcefully advancing? It has been advancing by God's 
Word. This question can be fully answered in conjunction with the next question. How do forceful men 
lay hold of it? It states in Genesis 1:26, "God said let us [Father, Son, and Holy Spirit] make man in our 
image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, 
over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the ground" (NIV). In verse 29 of that same 
chapter God gave man every seedbearing plant and tree with a fruit seed in it, this would be man's food. He 
also gave man dominion over the earth and everything in it. If forceful men are laying hold of "it." what is 
"it?" "It" is the Word of God, His seed, which states His instructions or order of doing things. 
Seed means the word of God as explained in Matthew 13:18-23, NIV. His Word is the biblical 
principles on which forceful men have heard it, wrestled with it, and have allowed their personal agenda to 
die to accept God's will. His will is that humankind will work together for Him to "advance the kingdom 
of God. He has a specific agenda as to how the earth's sociopolitical, economic and judicial system should 




Segregation is an evil and a sin. because it divides humankind. When "forceful" [effective. 
'Prepared for use or action, esp. in warfare"] men lay hold of God's word or seed it means they have 
allowed their minds to be renewed and transformed to His way to bring about His kingdom on earth. This 
is what King alluded to as a "creative maladjusted nonconformist." 
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